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Abstract 
 
 
In this thesis, I examine how dividual and individual modes of personhood enable 
neoshamanic ayahuasca drinkers in Australia to reconfigure cultural ideals and 
everyday ethical practices. My ethnographic fieldwork allowed me to trace social 
conventions of drinking ayahuasca, participants’ techniques of the ecstatic body and 
senses, and narrative styles of codifying ecstatic trance, to determine key means by 
which Australian ayahuasca drinkers achieve “healing” and “wisdom” from their 
practices. During the heights of trance, drinkers experience radical changes to the 
senses and the body. These are analysed in terms of configurations of personhood and 
how the “I” of the drinker in narrative accounts of trance may be constituted by 
human and nonhuman persons and critical relations to broader Australian society. The 
thesis engages with anthropological literature on trance and with notions of the person 
in order to examine this form of relational personhood in capitalist society. I illustrate 
how the critical cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism is embedded in healing 
experiences of dividual personhood that are over-determined by the individual in 
ways reminiscent of Western social organisation.      
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
This thesis examines the appropriation and adaptation of an indigenous Amazonian 
shamanic practice in Australian society. It explores how the practice both departs 
from and reproduces types of social organisation common in capitalist societies. 
People in Australia drink ayahuasca, an Amazonian shamanic brew, to heal 
themselves and gain existential and spiritual wisdom. The practice attracts a diversity 
of people united in their quests to heal and connect with natural psychic energies. 
Currently ayahuasca retreats are conducted every weekend in Australia in areas rich 
in natural beauty and outside city and urban environments.  
 
The ayahuasca rituals constitute an important component of the alternative healing 
movement in Western societies and are underpinned by a specific logic of 
significance and causality. To understand the place of ayahuasca rituals within 
Australian society, I conducted ethnographic research between 2011 to 2014 with a 
number of ayahuasca groups in various locations on the east coast of Australia. I 
aimed to understand the practice and cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism in 
Australia.  
 
Participants at the weekend retreats consume the psychoactive drink and enter an 
ecstatic trance. During the heights of trance, drinkers experience radical changes to 
the senses and the body. Generating narratives about personal trance experiences is 
deemed an important process of healing and the weekend retreats include a formal 
ritual in which drinkers narrate their personal trance experiences to each other. In 
narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance in Australia, the “I” of the drinker may 
incorporate and be constituted by other people; spirits; psychic objects attributed to 
the actions of other people; toxicities attributed to “society”; and healing energies 
attributed to nature, plant-spirits, and all existence.  
 
The trance experiences of ayahuasca neoshamanism resemble forms of “dividual” or 
“relational” personhood typically associated with indigenous societies in which the 
person is conceived as “partible” or constituted by others (Strathern 1988; Mosko 
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2013; Vilaça 2011). In this literature, the concept of dividualism is contrasted with 
(and dependent on) notions of individualism typically associated with capitalism, 
Christianity, and Western societies. By examining the ritual structure and practice of 
ayahuasca healing in Australia, I explore how certain tensions of dividual and 
individual modes of personhood are fundamental to the means by which drinkers 
achieve what they term “healing” and “wisdom”. 
 
My analysis of how drinkers achieve healing and wisdom addresses the 
anthropological concept of social organisation and attempts to illustrate how 
ayahuasca drinkers organise themselves ethically in relation to each other and broader 
Australian society. The narrative accounts of trance and healing that drinkers 
systematically share include exegetical themes of self-empowerment in which 
individual’s work to answer the Socratic and ethical dictum “How ought I live?”. The 
“answers” may be diverse and varied and often concern the obligation-relations of the 
drinker to his or her significant others, work colleagues, and friends. Raymond Firth’s 
classic definition of social organisation — defined as based on the “obligation-
relations existing among individuals and groups” (Firth 1954:9) — lends itself to 
approaches in the anthropology of ethics and morality given the emphasis on social 
obligation and the place of the “ought” in moral life (Read 1955; Taylor 1989; 
Lambek 2010). Research has illustrated that Western or neoshamanic ayahuasca 
practice may temporarily occasion and heighten existential crises in drinkers during 
acts of trance healing (Lewis 2008), and given the emphasis that some anthropologists 
of morality have placed on subjects of crisis in their analyses (Zygon 2007; 2009), the 
practice of ayahuasca healing and wisdom appears to warrant an analysis of social 
organisation along these lines. Finally, the dynamics of obligation in gift-economies 
(Mauss 2002) that characterise forms of dividual indigenous social organisation 
provide a useful heuristic device (that becomes apparent at the end of the thesis) for 
considering ayahuasca neoshamanism and social organisation.  
 
The recent appropriation of indigenous Amazonian shamanism in Australian society 
includes healing practices that index certain novel cosmological and etiological 
structures. In these constructs, “mainstream society” and “Western culture” are at 
times criticised and associated with toxicities and spiritual poverty — as outlined in 
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chapter 6. The practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia shares a generalised 
oppositional politics with the “cultural criticism” inherent in New Age spiritualities 
(Hanegraaff 1996:515; Brown 2002:103). In this thesis, I illustrate how a critical 
cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism is embedded in trance experiences of 
dividual personhood that are over-determined by the individual in ways reminiscent 
of Western social organisation.  
    
Ayahuasca in Australia, and my anthropological mind 
Similar to many creation myths, the story of ayahuasca in Australia begins with an 
esteemed being descending from the clouds. In 1997, the late American philosopher, 
psychedelic spokesperson and “psychonaut” Terence McKenna flew from Hawaii to 
Australia to conduct a series of talks across the continent, including one held in Byron 
Bay, NSW at an event entitled “Beyond the Brain”. He brought with him a cutting of 
the Amazonian psychoactive vine ayahuasca (banisteriopsis caapi), the first to touch 
Australian soil, or so the legend goes. McKenna was invited to Australia by a small 
group of psychedelicists, and shortly after the tour one of the organisers began to train 
with brewed ayahuasca that was provided by mail personally from McKenna in 
Hawaii. After a period of training that included forms of self-initiation described as 
three months of drinking ayahuasca every second night, and that included training 
with shamans in Peru and Brazil, Daksha spearheaded the Australian ayahuasca 
scene. By 2003 he and a small network of ayahuasca ritual specialists were offering 
semi-public ceremonies in multiple locations across the continent. 
 
Ayahuasca use emerged from indigenous Amazonia (Labate & Cavnar 2014) and it 
came to Australia through a realm of Western experimental psychedelic culture in 
which practitioners are also privy to consuming LSD, psilocybe mushrooms, DMT 
and various other psychoactive materials. These psychedelic practitioners or 
experimentalists typically conflate psychedelic materials within a rubric of 
psychedelic spirituality or “entheogenic” practice. During the first decade of being in 
Australia, however, ayahuasca summoned a relatively unique practice with some of 
the original experimentalists explaining that they “found their medicine” and now 
only consume ayahuasca. In some instances, ayahuasca drinkers make distinctions 
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between organic and inorganic chemistry — such as between ayahuasca and LSD — 
and hierarchise ayahuasca to levels of sanctity, power, and purity beyond synthetic or 
“man-made” chemicals. This original split in the cosmology of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism reflects core aspects of its etiological system whereby healing pivots 
upon distinctions between nature and society and, fundamentally, the socialised 
individual overcoming a form of psychic alienation from Gaia or the spirit of the 
natural world. 
 
When I began my ethnographic fieldwork in 2012, new ayahuasca retreats or “circles” 
were emerging regularly with ritual specialists initiating and training with ayahuasca 
in Australia and in parts of the Amazon jungle. To my surprise, a large portion of the 
ayahuasca drinkers I spoke with, interviewed, or surveyed in Australian circles did 
not participate in, and sometimes did not even know about, the broader realms of 
psychedelic spirituality from which ayahuasca arrived to Australia only fifteen years 
prior. It appears that there is currently not a lot of poly-drug use among ayahuasca 
drinkers in Australia, and drinkers typically do not refer to ayahuasca as a “drug” or 
even a “psychedelic” but a “plant medicine”, “plant spirit”, and “the mother”. During 
the “Beyond the Brain” event in Byron Bay in 1997, McKenna was pleasantly 
interrupted in his talk by the smell of the vapours of DMT — a psychedelic molecule 
extracted from plants typical to ayahuasca brews — spreading through the room from 
the lungs of someone that had just smoked it and launched into a short-lasting ecstatic 
experience. Ayahuasca drinking in Australia emerged from an experimental 
psychedelic underground culture and then ten years into the 21st century, crystallised 
into a unique and large network of people characterised by certain attitudes, 
techniques, and highly ritualised ways of drinking ayahuasca and relating to the trance 
experiences it occasions.1 
 
                                                
1 I estimate that there are between 3000 – 4000 people that have drunk, or that drink, 
ayahuasca in Australia. The figures are rough estimates based on access to four large 
email lists and participating in the Internet forum Shaman Australia, The Corroboree 
where people share knowledge on plant cultivation and ayahuasca DIY (Do-It-
Yourself) http://www.shaman-australis.com/forum/  
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While the soteriological system of ayahuasca use in Australia involves forms of 
divination (whereby drinkers cultivate esoteric wisdom that emerges during personal 
trance visions) the dramatic purgative effects of the brew appear to be influential in 
the practice seemingly being codified primarily in terms of healing. While the broader 
psychedelic culture from which ayahuasca arrived to Australia includes forms of 
ecstatic experimentation that are not necessarily or simply concerned with healing — 
or self-healing — but with more religious, philosophical, and theophanic modes of 
ecstasy, today in Australia ayahuasca drinkers tend to refer to the brew as simply “the 
medicine”. The two explicit reasons that Australian drinkers tend to provide for why 
they drink ayahuasca are for “healing” and “wisdom” — which may be crudely 
delineated in terms of purging and ecstatic divination — yet the two categories are 
not always stable or distinct in the minds, bodies, and practice of the drinkers; as 
detailed in chapter 2.  
 
I first heard about ayahuasca during an undergraduate anthropology class on the topic 
of the body and at the time I was also becoming familiar with the famous 
anthropological dictum that “Westerners are individualistic”. When I began to study 
ayahuasca use in Australian society, this dictum was guiding my thoughts and eyes in 
ways that I was not aware. How could I ignore the research of Louis Dumont (1970a) 
on equality and the individualisation of hierarchy in Western social organisation, 
Clifford Geertz (1975) on the bounded Western self, Marilyn Strathern’s (1988) 
research on the dividual in Melanesia, and the diverse body of literature on non-
Western relational personhood (Bird-David 1999; LiPuma 1998; Lenaerts 2006; 
Glaskin 2012)? While also coming into contact with literature on cultural 
appropriation and the idea that “Indigenous knowledge, when transplanted and 
commoditised, comes to take on the fragmentary nature of the society by which it is 
appropriated” (Vitebsky 1995:205), I was confident that I would find a ghost of 
individualism in the practice of ayahuasca in Australia. And I did! Well, you can be 
the judge of that. Yet, I was also presented with a curious set of questions given that I 
had familiarised myself with the anthropology of indigenous Amazonia and some of 
the individualistic forms of social organisation that have been documented there 
(Rivière 1984).  
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What is this I thought to myself? Indigenous social organisation can be uniquely 
individualistic too? Suddenly my neat analytical Othering began to shake at the 
foundations and crack allowing me to consider in more depth the shadow of the 
concept of individualism. I found myself needing to come to terms with Dumont’s 
notion that “a society conceived by individualism has never existed anywhere for the 
reason we have given, namely, that the individual lives on social ideas” (Dumont 
1970b:9-10). Since the 1980s turn in the anthropology of representation and the body, 
it seems more appropriate to say that anthropologists and philosophers “live on 
ideas”, but we can understand Dumont’s argument simply in terms of the social logics 
in which a person finds themselves and are constituted.  
 
The pervasive narrative that “traditional people are relational, modern people are 
individualistic” (Ortner 1995:369) no longer underpinned my thoughts and I was 
forced to consider the concepts not simply as opposites but as an integrated 
conceptual tool. Sherry Ortner, in a brilliant essay on individualism-relationalism and 
its potential ideological effects, explained that a social group that appears more 
relational to “us” Westerners may appear more individualistic from the perspective of 
a neighbouring group, and that anthropologists may be guilty of over-representing 
individualism or relationalism and unwittingly reproducing modernising narratives 
(Ortner 1995:372-373). While the terms are “slippery” (Ortner 1995: 373) and 
abstract, I will save introducing a working definition for below and simply flag that if 
relationalism may be partially conceptualised in terms of “implications of 
corporateness; of social obligations given by relationships” (Ortner 1995:360) then 
the anthropology of ethics and morality and the way ethnographers in this subfield 
have approached the study of social obligation and social responsibility can offer a 
helping-hand in theorising the abstract apparatus of relationalism and individualism 
from ethnographic grounds.  
 
The general research question that initially guided my ethnography was, “why do 
people in Australia drink ayahuasca?”, which in retrospect, I realised underpinning 
the question was the fact that participation in the rituals was a choice and not an 
obligation placed by kin or society. The practice does not appear to be a means of 
reproducing core explicit values of Australian culture, but something on the fringes of 
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society that people can choose to do, if they want to, if they know the right people, 
and if they are courageous enough. “Why drink ayahuasca, commit a crime, and 
potentially: vomit, have horrifying visions and feelings, experience psychic death, and 
possibly be ridiculed by friends, family members, and work colleagues if you inform 
them about your activities?”. This question guided my incipient fieldwork approach. 
The response and reasoning I received from people was, “I drink ayahuasca to gain 
healing and wisdom”, and questions of etiology and epistemology, and the social life 
of ecstatic visions, became central to my approach. 
 
In Australian ayahuasca retreats, during the morning after a night of drinking 
ayahuasca and undergoing ecstatic and radical sensory and bodily experiences, 
drinkers return to their place in the ceremony space for the “sharing-round” rite where 
they articulate narratives about their personal ayahuasca “visions” or trance 
experience. The conventions of ayahuasca retreats in Australia tend to involve social 
rules that are grouped under the emic rubric “holding-space”, and the conventions of 
holding-space are present in different ways in the evening ceremonies of drinking 
ayahuasca and the sharing-round rites of narrating personal trance experiences. While 
the accounts that drinkers share may be diverse and hard to encapsulate in a single 
sentence, much of the narratives involve, in some form or another, ethical speech acts 
whereby drinkers articulate cultural ideals and reconstitute social obligations and 
responsibilities to significant others who, in many cases, are not present at the 
retreats. 
 
Ayahuasca in Amazonia and beyond  
“Ayahuasca” is an Amazonian Quechua term that has been crudely translated as “vine 
of the soul” (Luna & White 2000). It typically refers to a drink made from the liana 
Banisteriopsis caapi and an admixture shrub Psychotria viridis. These two plants, 
however, only sometimes constitute ayahuasca brews in Australia. Australia contains 
over a dozen known tryptamine-rich species of Acacia (Voogelbreinder 2009) that 
closely mirror the chemical composition of Psychotria viridis, and many ayahuasca 
circles in Australia will use these Acacias. In some instances, Banisteriopsis caapi or 
“the ayahuasca vine” is substituted with Peganum harmala (grown in Middle Eastern 
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countries and purchased in Middle Eastern food markets in Australia) and brewed 
with an Acacia species. These innovations in brew composition, in which alternative 
plants that are native to Australia and the Middle East are boiled and served as 
“ayahuasca brews”, represent an interesting case of clashing categories of chemical, 
plant, and spirit in the broader story of ayahuasca use around the globe. 
 
The mercurial psychoactive effects of ayahuasca have seemingly allowed the 
substance to accommodate a diverse range of cultural worlds or ways of life. Over the 
last 150 years, ayahuasca use spread across parts of Western Amazonia through the 
notorious rubber tapping industries of the area, shapeshifting to different political and 
cultural climates (Gow 1994). The expansion involved the emergence of indigenous 
millenarian “cults” of resistance to colonialism, and types of communal purgative 
healing circles among workers, both of which absorbed influences of Christianity and 
colonial folk music in shamanic ritual song and practice (Wright and Hill 1988). 
Various ethnographers over the last fifty years have documented different forms of 
ayahuasca use among Upper and Western indigenous Amazonian peoples (Richel-
Dolmatoff 1971, 1997; Harner 1973; Brown 1988; Townsley 1993; Descola 1996; 
Wright 2013). Bernd Brabec de Mori (2011) distinguished two major forms of 
“traditional” Amazonian ayahuasca use. The first involves the use of ayahuasca by 
specialists for curing and sorcery manipulation, whereby the specialist’s “patients, 
victims or audience do not ingest the drug” (Brabec de Mori 2011:28). The second 
form involves the drinking of ayahuasca in groups in order to “strengthen group 
identity, to acquire certain abilities or to summon success for warfare and hunting” 
(Brabec de Mori 2011:28). By contrast, in the case of ayahuasca use in Australia and 
similar cultural contexts, individuals or “patients” personally drink ayahuasca to heal 
themselves under the supervision of a ritual specialist, and the practice of self-healing 
— juxtaposed to the indigenous form of curing noted above — involves a curious 
conflation of healer and patient.  
 
A typical myth of origin of ayahuasca use that Australian ayahuasca drinkers 
articulate involves explanations of ayahuasca being a transcendent healing plant-spirit 
— the “Mother Plant” — of a primordial practice that dates back thousands of years 
in indigenous Amazonia. Similar to indigenous Amazonian creation myths, this 
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neoshamanic narrative in Australia and elsewhere appears to relate more to the 
present than the past. The latter contexts differ, arguably, with regard to how an 
“almost irrational value attributed to “ancient knowledge”’ (Brabec de Mori 2011:43) 
is imbued in conceptions of the history of ayahuasca use. Research conducted by Gow 
(1994), Alexiades (1999), Brabec de Mori (2011), Shepard (2014) and others has 
suggested that many indigenous groups that use ayahuasca appear to have adopted 
ayahuasca sometime over the last 150 years via the rubber tapping industry and other 
channels of exchange. Gow (1994) argued that indigenous people adopted and learnt 
what has come to be called “ayahuasca shamanism” from mestizo rubber tappers. 
Through undertaking a linguistic analysis of songs performed in different ayahuasca 
sessions across parts of Western Amazonia, Brabec de Mori (2011) provides an 
interpretation of ayahuasca ethnohistory that suggests that indigenous groups south of 
the Peruvian jungle city Iquitos appear to have adopted ayahuasca as recent as the last 
100 or 150 years. Similarly, Shepard (2014) explains that ayahuasca brews that 
include Psychotria viridis — which has become typical to ayahuasca brews in 
Western Amazonia and in Australia and elsewhere — only became a part of 
Matsigenka shamanic practice 50 years ago.  
 
Various anthropologists have hypothesised that ayahuasca use originated among 
Tukanoan peoples of the Putumayo region of south Colombia (see Brabec de Mori 
2011:42), and the date of origin of the practice has been contested among researchers, 
at times, seemingly on a level of religious ideology. Luna (2011:125) speculated that 
ayahuasca use is thousands of years old due to the presence of harmine (a chemical in 
ayahuasca vines) found in the hair of mummies in Chile, and Narby (1998) has stated 
that “the Shipibo-Conibo, the Tukano, the Kamsa, and the Huitoto… hold the keys to 
a knowing that they have practiced without interruption for at least five thousand 
years” (1998:154). Brabec de Mori (2011) suggests that it is unlikely that ayahuasca 
use dates back thousands of years for the Tukano and not indigenous people south of 
the Putumayo region given that archaeological evidence demonstrates that ancient 
trade routes existed between these groups yet there is no evidence of ayahuasca use 
there.  
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The anthropological and archaeological studies that point to a much more recent 
history of ayahuasca use across Upper and Western Amazonia represent a challenge 
to the myth of primordial origin present in Australian ayahuasca practice and 
elsewhere, and the studies may appear, as Shepard (2014:16) explains, heretical to 
ayahuasca drinkers from different backgrounds. While ayahuasca drinkers in 
Australia are typically familiar with many scientific concepts about ayahuasca — 
including its chemical composition, metabolic action, and therapeutic effects — the 
neglect of research that challenges a myth of primordial origin may relate to a longing 
for ayahuasca to be “more legitimate” in legal systems in which it is criminalised and 
social milieus in which it is pathologised and ridiculed (as explored in chapter 2), 
such as in Australia.  
 
During the early and mid 20th century several Brazilian syncretic and institutionalised 
ayahuasca religions germinated from the Amazonian rubber tapping industry. The 
Brazilian ayahuasca religions (Labate & MacRae 2010), or what are technically 
probably best described as religious “sects”, have complex histories that involve 
rubber tappers, forms of Christianity and spiritism, and spirit possession practices 
from Umbanda religions (Labate & MacRae 2010; Dawson 2009). In recent decades, 
two of these religious groups — Santo Daime and União do Vegetal — were adopted 
by middle classes of metropolitan Brazil from which they globalised to include parts 
of Europe, North America, Australia, and elsewhere (Labate & Jungaberle 2010; 
Dawson 2013). The Brazilian ayahuasca religions have encountered legal resistance 
and legal sanctions in various countries due to the criminalisation of the plants or 
“drugs” (Labate & Feeney 2013).  
 
While there are Santo Daime and União do Vegetal groups in Australia, my research 
has involved an investigation of Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism groups. By 
neoshamanism I refer to what Atkinson (1992:233) termed the “new shamanism” that 
emerged in middle-classes of European, North American and other Western societies 
among people associated with the counterculture of the 1960s and 70s. The social and 
cultural upheavals of the counterculture included ideological oppositions to core 
Western values of “progress, materialism, and rationality” (Znamenski 2007:x) and a 
fascination with spiritualities linked to pre-Christian traditions, the occult, Eastern 
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religions, shamanism and various other denominations of the sacred (Alexander 
2003:206). Neoshamanism draws its lineage to indigenous practices and cosmologies 
and represents an interdependent aspect of this “novel resurgence of romanticism” 
(Znamenski 2007:x). It tends to be defined by its practitioners as a “spiritual path for 
personal empowerment” (Wallis, 1999:42) and involves a cosmology aligned “at once 
with Nature and the primordial Other, [and] in opposition to institutionalised Western 
religions and indeed Western political and economic order” (Atkinson 1992:322). 
This thesis suggests that in the context of Australia, ayahuasca neoshamanism shares 
with earlier types of neoshamanism forms of cultural opposition and rejection.  
 
Over the last decade, more and more people from Europe, North America, Australia 
and elsewhere have been traveling to the Amazon jungle to drink ayahuasca 
administered by indigenous or mestizo shamans. The increasing market in the 
Amazon is being accommodated by a growing number of ayahuasca retreat centres 
spread across parts of Peru, Ecuador, Brazil, Colombia and elsewhere (see Labate & 
Cavnar 2014; Fotiou 2010). Australian ayahuasca drinkers travel to the Amazon to 
heal and to train, and vegetalismo Amazonian shamans travel to Australia to conduct 
ayahuasca ceremonies. In terms of cosmological and etiological systems, Australia 
ayahuasca neoshamanism appears to have a lot in common with ayahuasca use in this 
shamanic tourism industry.   
 
While the beginnings of ayahuasca international tourism in the Amazon jungle are 
difficult to pin-point, the American novelist William Burroughs appears to have been 
one of the first to introduce ayahuasca or yagé to the popular imagination of 
Westerners with the text The Yagé Letters — published in 1963 — that involves 
letters of correspondence between Burroughs and the beat-poet Allen Ginsberg on 
their separate travels to drink ayahuasca in the Amazon jungle. Published around the 
same period, the Peruvian rubber tapper Manuel Cordova-Rios’ text Wizard of the 
Upper Amazon (1971) chronicles a biography of the author’s history in the early to 
mid 20th century of being “abducted” by indigenous peoples of the Upper Amazon 
and shown the secret arts of ayahuasca. The text, co-written by author Frank Bruce 
Lamb, has been heavily criticised by various anthropologists, including Robert L. 
Carneiro, who claimed that it “consists of fragmentary ethnographic titbits gleamed 
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indiscriminately from many tribes and encased in a matrix of personal fantasy” 
(Carneiro 1980:95). Both of these texts embody incipient representations of what 
have become global popular constructions of Amazonian ayahuasca shamanism.  
 
Western fantasies of indigenous shamanism (as explored in chapter 6) have a long 
history in European theatre and folklore that date back several hundred years and 
these imaginings appear to have been constructive of cosmological and ritual designs 
of ayahuasca “ceremonies” in the ayahuasca tourism industry of Amazonia. One of 
the first recorded efforts to organise spiritual tours by Westerners to drink ayahuasca 
in the Amazon was in 1980. A Californian organisation was promoting “Shamans and 
Healers of Ecuador” tours (Ott 1993:244). Around the same period, the anthropologist 
Douglas Sharon and the psychologist Alberto Villoldo cooperated on tours in which 
Westerners travelled to Peru to participate in retreats conduced by the San Pedro 
(psychedelic cactus) shaman Eduardo Calderon (Joralemon 1994). While Calderon 
did not administer ayahuasca, the cosmological precepts and performances of 
indigenous shamanism in the retreats have a lot in common with contemporary 
practices of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia and in parts of the ayahuasca 
tourism networks of the Amazon (Davidov 2010; Fotiou 2010; Labate 2014). In a 
series of VHS video lessons that participants received when doing the shamanic tour, 
Villoldo explained to participants that participating in the tours involves serving “the 
earth in a fuller way” in order to serve the personal spiritual evolution of the self, and 
that participants undertake the tour to “learn to trust [their] inner visions and to begin 
to connect with Mother Earth” (Joralemon 1994:107). This description relates closely 
to the “personal empowerment” ethos of New Age spirituality proper (Atkinson 1992; 
Brown 2002) and to what Fotiou termed “the feminization of ayahuasca” (2010:142). 
As explored in chapter 6, the recent emergence of ayahuasca neoshamanism in 
Australia appears to somewhat follow in the lineage of the 1960s psychedelic counter-
culture and forms of sacred environmentalism engendered in earlier forms of 
neoshamanism.  
 
The ayahuasca tourism industry, however, did not begin to gain currency until the late 
1990s. In 2005, the first “International Conference around Amazonian Shamanism” 
held in the jungle city of Iquitos, Peru was conducted. Among the rapid increase in 
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ayahuasca harvesting and consumption in the Amazon jungle during the last decade, 
there has been some debate among anthropologists over what the cultural significance 
of ayahuasca is to indigenous Amazonian peoples. While various anthropologists 
have emphasised the general cultural significance of the use of ayahuasca in Western 
and Upper Amazonian indigenous contexts (Harner 1973; Narby 1998; Fotiou 2010), 
Bernd Brabec de Mori argues that “ayahuasca is not so important to indigenous 
Amazonians outside of its key function in attracting tourists, researchers and 
development projects” (Brabec 2014). The “traditional” indigenous ayahuasca 
practices noted above, that involve an inseparable dynamic of healing-sorcery or that 
support forms of hunting and group identity strengthening, were waning in parts of 
indigenous Amazonia during the mid 20th century (Dobkin de Rios 1972; Luna 1986). 
However, with the emergence of an international ayahuasca tourism industry, 
indigenous ayahuasca use is being radically transformed and accelerated by the 
“culturally, socially, and economically interconnected and interdependent spaces” 
(Gupta and Ferguson 1992:14) that constitute the tourist circuits of Western 
ayahuasca consumption in parts of the Amazon jungle. The recent expansion of 
ayahuasca tourism on the edge of the Amazon is marked by complex intercultural 
encounters that have been associated with rises in sorcery and inequality (Fotiou 
2012; Brabec 2014), a lucrative and global alternative healing market that includes the 
commercialisation of ethnicity in the form of indigenous ayahuasca shamanism 
(Comaroffs 2009), and various indigenous-focused cultural revival and 
conservationist projects. 
 
A cultural “intersection” has been observed in an inverted political dynamic of 
Western ayahuasca tourists and indigenous Amazonian shamans. On the one hand, 
indigenous ayahuasca shamans have evaluated competencies of each other based 
upon the degree to which they are culturally and geographically proximal to urban or 
modern settings (Brabec de Mori 2011, 2014; Shepard 2014; Gow 1994). On the other 
hand, Western “ayahuasca tourists” that seek ayahuasca healing in Amazonia tend to 
value ayahuasca shamans by the degree to which they are outside jungle cities, such 
as Iquitos and Pucallpa, and in remote parts of the jungle ( Saéz 2014:xxi). Numerous 
times when I told ayahuasca drinkers in Australia that I am studying the use of 
ayahuasca in Australia they asked, “when are you planning on visiting the real thing 
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in Amazonia?”. Yet, the “real thing”, Brabec de Mori (2014) explains, is often not 
attractive to ayahuasca tourists given the ideologies of sorcery that underpin 
conceptions of illness and healing in indigenous Amazonia. Indigenous ayahuasca 
specialists have transformed their practices in ways that accommodate and respond to 
forces of market tourism. In the context of this encounter, some researchers argue that 
perceptions of ayahuasca shamans in Western societies have become internalised by 
indigenous Amazonians in various ways that relate to the market economy (Labate & 
Cavnar 2014). Part of this “internalisation” appears to mirror an historic and pervasive 
function of ayahuasca use in the Amazon in which drinking ayahuasca may be a 
means by which political alliances are materialised (Virtanen 2014:59) between 
indigenous peoples and between indigenous peoples and non-indigenous.  
 
With the rapid increase in the ayahuasca tourism industry over the last decade, and 
with the internationalisation of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Europe, North America, 
Australia and elsewhere, the brew appears to have come to represent, as Oscar Saéz 
explains, “the motor of a missionary enterprise that indigenous Amazonians have 
directed toward the same societies that bombarded them with their own missionaries 
for centuries” (2014:xxiii). While Australian ayahuasca ritual specialists train in the 
Amazon jungle and help organise to bring Amazonian shamans to Australia, the 
network of ayahuasca drinkers in Australia appears to be more isolated and “off the 
international radar” of indigenous and vegetalismo Amazonian shaman tours, 
compared to Europe and North America. This observation is based upon 
conversations with leading Australian ayahuasca ritual specialists that regularly host 
ceremonies across Europe and parts of South America. The extent to which the ritual 
structures of ceremonies, etiological systems, and the social structure of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism in Australia mirrors ayahuasca neoshamanism in Europe and North 
America — and other nodes of ayahuasca use outside the Amazon jungle — is 
waiting to be investigated by future ethnographic research.  
 
As mentioned above, the use of ayahuasca in neoshamanic circles in Australia appears 
to include many similarities with aspects of the ayahuasca tourism milieu of 
Amazonia. Evgenia Fotiou (2010), in an analysis of ritual and healing in ayahuasca 
tourism in Iquitos, Peru, investigated ways in which forms of individualism associated 
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with Western societies are reproduced in the drinkers’ quests to transform and heal 
themselves. She considered how Western ayahuasca tourism involves exoticised 
representations of Amazonian shamanism that “become the vehicle of critique of the 
mainstream culture” of the Western drinkers (Fotiou 2010:301) and argues that their 
ayahuasca practices reproduce a form of modern individualism in achieving these 
ends. Similarly, Beatriz Labate considers ayahuasca shamanic tourism in relation to 
Gidden’s concepts of modernity and radical doubt, arguing that “ayahuasca becomes 
[for drinkers] one among an array of possible modalities for apprehending the 
reflexive modern self” (2014:185). In chapter 6, I extend Fotiou’s and Labate’s 
research on exoticisation and the “Western self” by exploring portraits of indigenous 
Amazonian shamanism in the context of Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism and 
with regard to the production of forms of cultural critique and cultural idealism in 
cosmology and ecstatic trance phenomenology. 
 
The broader psychedelic culture from which ayahuasca arrived to Australia includes 
forms of ecstatic experimentation in which practitioners used a variety of 
psychoactive compounds — as mentioned above — and among these compounds, and 
often venerated in high esteem, is DMT (N,N-Dimethyltryptamine), a key chemical 
constituent typical to ayahuasca brews and that is extracted in the form of smokable 
crystal. Also mentioned above, the cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism typically 
includes a binary of nature and society that raises ayahuasca to valuations beyond 
LSD, MDMA, or other synthetic “man-made” psychoactive compounds, and the 
practice of smoking DMT in Australia largely appears to exist in broader psychedelic 
social milieus distinct to ayahuasca neoshamanism. Des Tramacchi (2006-a) produced 
a pioneering study of socio-cultural and phenomenological dimensions of the use of 
DMT in Australia. In his PhD thesis Vapours and Visions: religious dimensions of 
DMT use (2006-a), Tramacchi indicated that most people that use DMT in Australia 
describe their reasons for doing so as “entheogenic, or spiritual, or religious” and that 
the use is characterised by a “relative lack of ritual elaboration” (Tramacchi 2006-
a:172). In contrast, the use of ayahuasca in Australia involves stylised rituals of 
drinking ayahuasca — as explored in chapter 2 — that are grouped within techniques 
of what drinkers term “holding-space”. Drawing upon concepts from Max Weber, 
Mary Douglas, and Gilles Deleuze, Tramacchi (2006-a:185) discussed how 
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experiences of disembodiment achieved by smoking DMT appear to offer Australian 
DMT users forms of transcendence and liberation from social stratification and social 
conditioning. My research critically explores this idea in the context ayahuasca 
neoshamanism. I examine ways in which themes of everyday ethics and cultural 
ideals are traversed, transcended and reconfigured in ritual acts of ecstatic trance and 
in ritual acts of articulating narratives of ecstatic experiences. My approach to 
studying morality and ethics in Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism is encompassed 
by an analysis of personhood and social organisation. 
 
Personhood and social organisation 
The notions of personhood, social structure, and social organisation have a long 
history in anthropology such that the concepts have become so pervasive and 
important in the analysis of any anthropological subject. These concepts constitute 
core components of the dynamics of individuals and socialities and merit some 
consideration in the analysis of how ayahuasca drinkers in Australia achieve healing 
and wisdom. Drawing upon the work of Raymond Firth (1954), I consider social 
organisation to be the “obligation-relations existing among individuals and groups” 
and social structure in terms of the “placement and position of the individuals and 
groups in that system of obligation-relations” (1954:9). I examine the ritual structure 
of Australian ayahuasca neoshamanic practice and the principles of social relations it 
appears to constitute. I suggest that a particular form of social structure that bears 
resemblance to forms of individualism attributed to Western societies is 
accommodated by the ritual conventions of holding-space in ayahuasca 
neoshamanism. Furthermore, I indicate how illness, malaise, and healing represent 
organising principles of social relations and represent processes by which drinkers 
rearticulated and reconstituted everyday ethical obligations and a critical cultural 
idealism. 
 
Before exploring the type of individualism in the ritual structure of ayahuasca retreats, 
it is useful to examine types of individualism that have been associated with Western 
societies. A central way that anthropologists have theorised kinds of individualism in 
Western societies — past and present — includes investigating the notion of “the 
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person” and its social dynamics. As a point of departure, seminal work in the 
anthropology of morality by K. E. Read (1955) illustrates particular ways of 
theorising definitions of the person, ethics and social order. Read argued that a 
“central doctrine of the person which has exercised more influence on Western 
European culture than any other” (1955:248) relates to Christian moral categories that 
have influenced the shape of modern institutions and Western social life. The basic 
idea is that principles by which individuals are positioned and placed in relation to 
one another in Western contexts are abstracted to the point in which “our” particular 
 
recognition of the person compels us to view ourselves and others as 
individual entities standing apart from and above the world of social 
relationships and institutions, and it requires us, too, constantly to 
assess this world, its obligations and the conduct it asks of us, 
against a standard or standards which are objectively outside it. 
(Read 1955:250) 
 
In contrast, Read explained, in the context of Melanesian Gahuka-Gama, social 
obligations and conduct that is expected of people are not abstracted and 
homogenised to basic principles but are relative to dimensions of social structure, 
particularly, in terms of kinship constellations and status. Thus, for example, a 
younger brother is required to show his older brother “respect, to accept his criticism, 
to heed his wishes and to obey his command” (1955:258-59). The relational field of 
social life entails obligations and responsibilities that are based upon the everyday 
practice of complex interweaving hierarchies of status. Read noted that similarities 
obviously exist in Western contexts, yet  in these contexts, he argued, is an 
encompassing social structure in which common, abstract, values foreground the 
individual. In the Gahuka-Gama context “there is no common measure of ethical 
content which should serve as a guide for the moral agent in whatever situations he 
finds himself” (1955:260). The good and the right are achieved and defined by 
everyday practices linked to social order. Moral standards are not autonomous but 
distributed and there is “no explicit separation of moral categories from the social 
context: the moral order and the social order are not differentiated conceptually” 
(Read 1955:281). The abstracting of moral principles to a realm beyond the social and 
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exported to a common conception of “the person” as “a unique centre of rationality 
and free-will” has attributed to Western culture, Read suggested, “a particular 
morality, a way of looking at human relationships and obligations” (Read 1955: 247). 
Louis Dumont came to similar conclusions, arguing that modern individualism 
emerged from a long process of European and Christian history and a cultural 
revolution characterised by “a displacement of the main value stress from society as a 
whole (holism) to the human individual taken as an embodiment of humanity at large 
(individualism)” (1970a:32).  
 
Notions of the Western social individual persisted in various ways through the 1960s 
to the 1990s during a Weberian turn in the anthropology of personhood that attempted 
to account for subjectivity, agency, and motivation (Ortner 1984). A seminal work 
that pointed anthropology in the direction of examining subjective experiences of “the 
person” was produced by Meyer Fortes (1973). The author proposed two aspects of 
analysing personhood: objective and subjective. The former relates to “the distinctive 
qualities, capacities and roles from which society endows a person”, and the latter 
involves “how the individual, as actor, knows himself to be — or not to be — the 
person he is expected to be in a given situation” (1987 [1973]:251). In the 1980s, Fitz 
Poole (1982), examining Bimin-Kuskusim initiation rites, extended Fortes concepts of 
personhood to analyses of practices of gender while, as pointed out by Laura Appell-
Warren (2014:54), replacing Fortes’ notion of “subjectivity” with another notion — 
the self. Poole was interested in examining the “experiential aspect” (1982:103) of 
selfhood, and in a later work he developed the notion of personhood, defining it as: 
 
those attributes, capacities, and signs of ‘proper’ social persons that 
mark a moral career (and its jural entitlements in a particular 
society). The concept of the person involves some attribution of 
culturally delimited powers to the person which are linked to notions 
of control and intentional agency in the sociomoral order and to 
related ideas of responsibility for choice and action. (Poole 
1985:184-185) 
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Ethnography conducted in Oceania contributed influential theoretical innovations to 
discussions of personhood and subjectivity. Investigating exchange relations in 
Melanesia and Papua New Guinea, various anthropologists have demonstrated ways 
in which relational or dividual persons may characterise social action and subjective 
experience (Wagner 1974; Strathern 1988; Strathern & Stewart 2000; LiPuma 1998). 
The ethnographic accounts detail how “the person” may act and think as a corporate 
entity indivisible from the relations of which he or she is constituted. Dividuals are 
the “the plural and composite site of the relationships that produced them” (Strathern 
1988:13) and social action “consists in detaching and revealing the person’s internal 
capacities as previously composed of the actions of other persons” (Mosko 1993:698). 
Similarly, and in contrast, Marshall Sahlins (1983) extended Dumont’s theories of 
holism and demonstrated how forms of Polynesian divine king/chief’s subjectivity 
and personal conduct condense the relations of society’s members as a whole. The 
divine king’s heroic capacities represent the “condition of the possibility of 
community” wherein “his marriages are intertribal alliances; his ceremonial 
exchanges, trade; injuries to himself are cause for war” (Sahlins 1983:519). For 
example, the chief narrates stories of war or social activities whereby he refers to 
himself, with the pronoun “I” representing the people of which he is the chief, 
“summing up in [his] own person the lives of many” (Rumsey 2000:102). 
 
These forms of relational personhood — in which the person is constituted by 
(aspects of) the social  — have been contrasted to a commodity form of “the person” 
associated with capitalist society; a conceptualisation that will become particularly 
useful (at the end of the thesis) in understanding obligation-relations in ayahuasca 
neoshamanism. In a seminal work on possessive individualism, Crawford 
Macpherson (1962) draws the modern concept of the individual to Enlightenment 
political and economic theories of Hobbes and Locke and, specifically, to a 
correspondence with the “actual relations of market society” (1962:4). The social 
dynamic of labour and commodity in capitalist society, it has been argued, constitutes 
(or “objectifies”, to use Marx’ notion)  — the person as an individual in commodity 
relations. The possessive individual “presupposes an absolute distinction between 
owning subjects, each bound in their own right from one another and from their 
owned objects” (Mosko 2015:372). Macpherson describes possessive individualism. 
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the individual [is] essentially the proprietor of his own person or 
capacities, owing nothing to society for them. The individual was 
seen neither as a moral whole, nor as part of a larger social whole but 
as owner of himself… The individual, is free inasmuch as he is 
proprietor of his person and capacities… [and free] from dependence 
on the wills of others… Society becomes a lot of free equal 
individuals related to each other as proprietors of their own 
capacities and of what they have acquired by their exercise. Society 
consists of relations of exchange between proprietors. (Macpherson 
cited in Mosko 2015:372) 
 
Objectification isolates the person outside but interdependent on relations of exchange 
such that the “society and the individual are in a relation of opposition, contestation 
and hierarchy” (LiPuma 1998:58). This form of personhood contrasts radically to the 
dividual person that is constituted by social relations and to the heroic chiefs that 
constitute the conditions of possibility of the social. These contrast to the modern 
individual have been no better illustrated than in investigations of the modernisation 
of Melanesian indigenous social forms, where: 
 
as capitalism develops, as it is doing throughout Melanesia, the 
mediating function of labor slowly, but inevitably, reshapes the 
cultural form of the person. The person becomes progressively 
reified as a self-contained, self-shaping, independent agent. (LiPuma 
1998:60) 
 
Clifford Geertz suggested similar subjective domains of the Western person, stating 
that it is unique among “the world’s cultures”.  
 
The Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more or 
less integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center 
of awareness, emotion, judgement, and action organised into a 
distinctive whole and set contrastively both against other such 
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wholes and against its social and natural background is, however 
incorrigible it may seem to us, a rather peculiar idea within the 
context of the world's cultures. (1975:48) 
 
The simple division that Westerners are individual persons and indigenous peoples 
are dividual or relational, however, received heavy criticism given its ideological 
implications (Ortner 1995) an incommensurability of ethnography fieldwork that such 
a position implies (LiPuma 1998) and given that, across the globe, “each language 
inscribes the use of a “you” as well as an “I,” and identity and self construction are 
the result of socially created relations” (LiPuma 1998:57).  Thus, in any study of 
individualism, the shadow concept of relationalism is indispensable, or, as Ortner 
argued, “we can say that shamanism is relational only if we are prepared also to see 
the ways it is not” (1995:371). Not isolating the concepts but considering both in 
relation to how the person is constituted, LiPuma argued that: 
 
My reading of ethnographic theory and methods indicates that the 
ontological form is the dual person delineated by dividual and 
individual facets. Universally, then, the person emerges from the 
tension, itself always variable and culturally/historically shaped, 
between these two aspects of personhood and the ways in which they 
are objectified and embodied. (1998:75) 
 
Andrew Strathern and Pamela Stewart proposed a similar analytical approach in 
examining the “relational-individual”, which they define as “a form of personhood in 
which elements of relationality and elements of individuality coexist” (2000:63). The 
approaches of Ortner (1995), LiPuma (1998), Strathern and Stewart (2000) and 
similar research of a “dialectic between relationality and individuality (the 
sociocentric and the egocentric)” (Strathern & Stewart 2000:66), has informed my 
investigation of personhood in the ritual practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in 
Australia and what I take to be its key forms of social structure and social 
organisation. By investigating ritual practices of trance and narrative-making, 
cosmological formulations, and subjective concepts of illness, malaise and healing in 
ayahuasca neoshamanic retreats in Australia, I excavate ways in which personhood 
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and social organisation intersect in a fringe alternative healing practice of Australian 
society.  
 
Shamanism and neoshamanism 
“Shaman” is a word that has been imported from a particular ethnographic context — 
the Siberian Tungus saman — and is now used to describe a much wider social 
category. Traditionally in anthropology, “shaman” is a label given to different types 
of magico-religious practitioners that traverse otherworldly landscapes, aided by 
spirit-helpers and powers, and perform various types of divination for the benefit of 
community, including healing, soul retrieval and prophecy (Bourguignon 1973; 
Winkleman 1989). In response to this type of universalising and the wide variety of 
ethnographic characterisations of shamans, several anthropologists in the mid 1960s 
argued that shamanism as a field of critical research was “meaningless” and “dead”, 
including Geertz (1973:122). There is a unique history and set of problematics 
involved in the terms shaman and shamanism. In anthropological circles, the terms 
tend to be approached as slippery constructs of the academic and historical European 
imagination and as central to the contested category of indigenous religion (Geertz 
1973; Taussig 1987; Wallis 1999). Studies of shamanism were implicated in the 
reflexive turn in anthropology, as indicated in Wallis’ argument that shamanism 
represents an “academic construct and a word for the West, its meaning inevitably 
universalised, repeatedly re-fabricated, its definition contested” (1999:4).  Despite 
these heavy criticism, in popular Western culture shamanism has come to self-define 
certain alternative forms of spirituality in fringe countercultural groups in Europe, 
North America, Australia and elsewhere (Wallis 2003; Znamenski 2007). 
Concomitantly, nuanced anthropological understandings of the complexity of 
shamanism, or what Atkinson (1992) and others term “shamanisms”, emerged 
emphasising plurality and variety. 
 
In the 1960s and 70s, certain revolutionary qualities of the “counterculture” of post-
industrial societies, the practice of “neoshamanism” gained currency offering, in 
contrast to institutionalised Christian-based religions and political orders, “alternative 
spiritualities” that were informed by the 1960s and 70s psychedelic culture, the 
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human potential movement, environmentalism, and within these threads, various 
anthropological and academic figures (Atkinson 1992:322; Znamenski 2007:233; 
Stuckrad 2012). As noted above, neoshamanism in the 1960s counterculture involved 
types of oppositional politics and critical perspectives on “the system” or common 
conditions of Western society and religious institutions (Atkinson 1992). A similar 
countercultural quality has been noted in broader New Age spirituality currents. 
Wouter Hanegraaff has explained how “although New Age religion is not a unified 
ideology… there is a persistent pattern of New Age cultural criticism, directed against 
what are perceived as the dominant values of Western culture in general, and of 
modern Western society in particular” (Hanegraaff 1996:515). Similarly, Michael 
Brown described a general scepticism of conventional politics in New Age spirituality 
(Brown 2002:103). The use of psychedelics and of ayahuasca in neoshamanic circles 
of Western societies does not exist in a vacuum but at times overlaps with different 
New Age practices and groups and, this thesis suggests, ayahuasca neoshamanism 
shares a general liminal and critical cultural perspective on “mainstream” society with 
broader New Age phenomena.  
 
In response to the cultural saturation and public associations of the term 
“psychedelic” in the 1960s, the term “entheogenic” gained popularity in psychedelic 
studies of religion and psychedelic popular culture to account for those social groups 
and psychoactive plants and chemicals that are united in an ethos of psychedelic 
religiosity (Ruck et al 1979; Jenks 1997; Tramacchi 2006-a, 2006-b; Hanegraaff 
2012). Entheogenic neoshamanism in the 1960s counterculture was promoted and 
commoditised largely with the help of two anthropologists, Carlos Castaneda and 
Michael Harner (Znamenski 2007). Hanegraaff demonstrates that the cosmological 
orders and entheogenic themes in these authors’ works have had a considerable 
impact on the New Age movement and on alternative spirituality more generally 
(2012). During the 1970s, a widespread move from drugs to meditation-like 
techniques occurred in the context of countercultural new religious movements — 
seemingly accredited partly to the prohibition of entheogenic substances — and 
entheogenic spirituality evolved, Hanegraaff explained, into a “private and discrete, 
individualistic practice” (2012). An underground movement innovated within the 
1980s and 90s rave culture (Jenks 1997) and psychedelic dance festival phenomena of 
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the early 21st century (Tramacchi 2001; St John 2009). Then in parallel with the 
advent of Internet communication technologies, entheogenic groups and networks 
have “overwhelmingly... exploded exponentially” over the last decade, leading 
Hanegraaff to conclude: 
 
Whether we like it or not, we are dealing here with a vital and 
vibrant dimension of popular Western spirituality that has been with 
us for more than half a century now, and shows no signs of 
disappearing. (Hanegraaff 2012) 
 
If, according to Geertz, shamanism was dying in postcolonial anthropology, it 
nonetheless was reborn in the cultural milieu of late twentieth century new 
entheogenic groups.  
 
The academic criticisms, in which it is argued that “the shaman” is an academic and 
Western fantasy, are drawn upon and critically employed in this thesis in order to help 
investigate forms of cultural idealism and cultural critique in the cosmology and 
practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia.    
 
Methodology and methods 
An ethnographer who sets out to study only religion, or only 
technology, or only social organisation cuts out an artificial field of 
inquiry, and he will be seriously handicapped in his work.  
 
Bronislaw Malinoswki — Argonauts of the Western Pacific 
 
Methods and context  
This is an ethnographic study based on two years of intermittent fieldwork undertaken 
during 2011 to 2014 in various locations on the east coast of Australia. The primary 
mode of engagement with the neoshamanic milieu was participant observation in 
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which I attended thirty ayahuasca retreat ceremonies and joined ayahuasca drinkers in 
social events outside ayahuasca retreats (such as ayahuasca related music, arts, and 
educational events). The ayahuasca retreats are typically conducted during the 
weekend — beginning Friday late afternoon and finishing Sunday afternoon — and 
the events were my introduction to the people and the practice. I attended one 
particular group’s retreats regularly while also attending five other retreats that are 
each conducted by different ritual specialists. I developed close relationships with key 
interlocutors from the primary group, and this included visiting and sleeping in their 
houses, going on bush walks and hiking with them, conducting multiple group and 
individual interviews with the same people over a two-year period, and participating 
in regular email exchanges with them. While there are not always clear differences 
between the various groups and networks of Australian-based ayahuasca ceremonies 
— and ritual specialists will at times co-facilitate rituals with other specialists, and 
drinkers may attend multiple, different retreats across the continent — my research 
focused, as mentioned above, on the oldest and largest network of ayahuasca drinkers 
in Australia. After attending weekend retreats for over twelve months and conducting 
forty in-depth interviews, I conducted an online email questionnaire of an Australian-
wide network of drinkers that attend Daksha’s ceremonies or ceremonies conducted 
by ritual specialists partially trained by Daksha.2 Other key sources of data include 
ritual music and access to a digitised book of 117 songs3 that ritual specialists use in 
ceremonies, and interviews and discussions conducted by the Australian ayahuasca 
                                                
2 The large email network consisted of 2000+ people, and I also sent the questionnaire 
to a variety of smaller email lists that consist of different networks. I received 105 
responses (54,000 words) in total. There appear to be no major variation in the 
responses across the various networks.  
3 12,000 words of lyrical content. 
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spiritual activist and author Rak Razam.4 I organised the questionnaire material into 
an Excel spreadsheet5 and undertook a textual analysis of the questionnaire data and 
ritual song-lyrics data in relation to my participant-observation notes and memories of 
retreats and the unstructured interviews.  
 
Ayahuasca is illegal in Australia, or at least there is some legal ambiguity surrounding 
the substance. I gained access or “gatekeeper approval” to an initial ayahuasca group 
through a connection from an academic colleague, and I knew of other groups from 
several years of attending the ethnobotanical and psychedelic symposium EGA, held 
in Victoria.6 While the legal status of ayahuasca in Australia appears to have made 
some ayahuasca retreat organisers somewhat suspicious of my government funded 
research, the majority of ayahuasca groups were very welcoming to me studying the 
healing practice and healing system. Many drinkers expressed hope that my research 
will contribute to changing public misinformation in Australia with regard to the 
apparent dangers and harms of ayahuasca. In this thesis, all ayahuasca drinkers’ 
                                                
4 “Experiential journalist” Rak Razam has published several books (2009; 2010) and 
produced a film (Razam & Parish 2013) about ayahuasca neoshamanism and his time 
in the Amazon jungle drinking ayahuasca. He is a high-profile public figure of 
ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia and around the globe and his prolific podcast 
(“In A Perfect World”) provided me with an auxiliary source of general data. See 
http://in-a-perfect-world.podomatic.com/  (retrieved June, 2015)!
5 See Appendix A. for the list of the questions in the questionnaire. The Excel sheet 
structure facilitated an ability to examine trends and differences to each question and 
to hone individual participant responses with the x and y axis. Throughout the thesis, I 
have coded quotes retrieved from responses to the questionnaire in citations in which 
the letter represents the question and the number represents the person. 
6 Entheogenesis Australis is an association that conducts regular educational and 
cultural events with the aim to ‘create a supportive environment to foster mature, 
open discussion about psychoactive plants and chemicals’. It has been operating for 
ten years and provides a platform for academics, neoshamans, therapists, artists, and 
politicians, see http://www.entheogenesis.org/ (retrieved June, 2015). 
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names are coded and no locations of the events are included in order to protect the 
participants from any possible form of legal persecution.7 
 
Conceptual approach  
In order to examine questions of social organisation and social structure of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism in Australia, I enquired into the practices and techniques by which 
healing and wisdom are achieved. This included analysing ritual conventions of 
trance and ritual conventions of narrative-making that constitute processes of healing. 
I approach the ritual convention as the form of ritual practice (Comaroff & Comaroff 
1993:xx) and I concomitantly analyse the content of ayahuasca healing and wisdom 
— or the narrative accounts of visions that drinkers routinely and systematically share 
— with an approach that draws from research in the anthropology of morality and 
ethics (Read 1955; Zygon 2007; Lambek 2010) medical anthropological concepts of 
sickness etiologies (Taussig 1980; Young 1982) and Nancy Munn’s (1986) semiotic 
theories of qualisigns; which I will now outline, beginning with the anthropology of 
morality and ethics. The remainder of the methodology outlines an interrelated 
approach to studying ethics and morality, social organisation, and personhood in the 
practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia. 
 
Despite an emergence of robust trends in the anthropology of morality and ethics 
during the last decade, there is discomfort in the discipline of anthropology with 
regard to the possibility of studying moralities as true objects of science. Some 
researchers are not sure whether critical analysis in this field can exist without 
researchers inevitably moralising or morally evaluating the people whom they study 
(see Stoczkowski 2008). Furthermore, Stoczkowski argues that anthropology has 
historically tended to position itself in defence of “the rights of the oppressed” and 
therefore is at risk of “sacrificing its epistemological values to the moral-political 
                                                
7 In late 2004, Daksha, Australia’s most active ritual specialist was arrested and 
detained by federal police for three days on charges of importing ayahuasca liquid 
that contained the scheduled chemicals harmine and dimethyltryptamine. All charges 
were dropped. !
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values of some anthropologists” (2008:350). In contrast to this position, researchers 
such as Scheper-Hughes (1995) promote the responsibility of anthropologists to 
engage in local forms of political activism and academic militancy. While D’Andrade 
(1995) argues against this politicisation of anthropology in favour of “objectivity”, the 
fear that anthropologists studying morality will inevitably moralise their research 
subjects, belongs to the general concerns of anthropological reflexivity and should not 
single-out and concern the anthropology of morality and ethics alone. As Fassin 
argues, those researching in the anthropology of morality do not necessarily propose 
“moral codes of good conduct or a guide to a better society” (2008:334). Realising 
that moralities can be studied as objects of social science, contemporary 
anthropologists have revitalised the field in new and directions. 
 
With regard to studying and recognising ethics and morality in the ritual practices and 
narratives that Australian ayahuasca drinkers produce about their trance experiences, 
my research is inspired by various works in the practice theory wing of the 
anthropology of ethics and morality (Lambek 2000, 2010; Laidlaw 2002; Taylor 
1989; Zigon 2007, 2009; Rappaport 1999). Jarrett Zigon conceives morality as 
indicative of the given “everydayness” of life. It is unreflective and unreflexive, 
characterised by familiarity and the tacit comportment of being-in-the-world 
(2007:135). He argues that the embodying of morality in this “unreflective and 
unreflexive” sense enables people to naturalise social life and the “givenness” of 
things (2008:164). In contrast to conceiving morality as simply “intentional, 
mentalistic, or rational”, Zigon suggests that these cerebral faculties tend to arise 
when there is a crisis or breakdown in the moral dispositions of everyday life and he 
assigns the notion of “ethics” to the way people consciously and tactfully attempt to 
stabilise the breakdown. “Ethics is the process of once again returning to the 
unreflective mode of everyday moral disposition” (Zigon 2007:138). In this model, 
ethics and ethical practice expose and construct moral dimensions (Zigon 2009:262).  
Similarly, though arguably more nuanced, Lambek (2010:6) conflates the terms 
“morality” and “ethics” (given the confusing variety of distinctions of the terms in 
moral and ethical philosophy) while locating ethics “in the dialectical movement 
between the spoken and the unspoken… [between] objectification and embodiment… 
the ostensible and the subjunctive… [or] the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’” (Lambek 2010a:6). 
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The question “How ought I live?” is individually articulated and answered by 
Australian ayahuasca drinkers in formalised ritual acts of narration that take place 
during the mornings after trance ceremonies — as outlined in chapter 2. A dialectic 
movement appears in the ways in which the trance experiences — that include 
dramatic bodily processes and sensory states — become articulated in narrative 
accounts of trance that index various ethical projects of drinkers and the movement 
from “is” to “ought” and back again. This movement, and the social conditions that 
shape it, are the objects of my analysis of every ethics. In chapter 4 of the thesis, I 
explore examples of “respect, dignity and obligation” (Taylor 1989:15) in Australian 
ayahuasca networks with regards to the innocuous everyday aspects of moral life 
and/or those that are implicated in the strategies people undertake to stabilise moral 
crisis and conflict.  
 
The adopting of a practice theory approach to studying morality and ethics can assist 
in analysing how social organisation is constituted, as outlined above, given the focus 
on how social obligations — as objects of analysis — can reveal social structure or 
the “placement and position of individuals and groups in [a] system of obligation-
relations” (Firth 1954:9). An analysis of what people do can be further excavated by 
what they are, and this approach gives a level of purchase to the study of personhood. 
I approach the bodily acts and sensory experiences of ayahuasca trance, or how 
drinkers codify these practices, in terms of an analysis of how the experiences define 
a certain form of personhood that indexes a matrix of social organisation.   
 
In [the] cultural construction of moral reality, what people do (or 
should do) is  determined by what they are as material bodies, as 
persons composed of  substances, processes and entities that are both 
moral and physical in nature. What  people are also determines their 
place in society, since their “nature” fits them for  certain social roles 
and enjoins certain patterns of behaviour that fit them into the  social 
order in defined ways; society expresses the ordered relations of 
different  “natural kinds” of persons. (Parish 1994:77) 
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Such an approach allows for an analysis of how social relations are objectified in the 
healing acts of ayahuasca neoshamanic trance experience in which bodily processes 
and sensory states indicate forms of dividual personhood.   
 
My approach to studying the healing system of ayahuasca neoshamanism begins from 
Michael Taussig’s observation that “the signs and symptoms of disease do something 
more than signify the functioning of our bodies: they also signify critically sensitive 
and contradictory components of our culture and social relations” (Taussig 1980:3). 
In order to examine key aspects of the social and cultural of ayahuasca healing in 
Australia, I undertook an analysis of drinkers’ descriptions of the causes of illness, 
malaise, disease, and social disorder — drawing upon the late 1970s and early 80s 
medical anthropology of etiology. 
 
Every culture has rules for translating signs into symptoms, for 
linking symptomatologies to etiologies and interventions, and for 
using the evidence provided by interventions to confirm translations 
and legitimize outcomes… Specific views of the social order are 
embedded in medical beliefs, where they are often encoded in 
etiologies and beliefs about the sources of healing power. (Young 
1982:270) 
 
In analysing beliefs of the sources of sickness and healing, the body and the senses in 
ayahuasca practice are particularly significant given the etiological meanings that 
drinkers ascribe to the bodily fluids and sensory qualia of the trance experience.  
 
But drinkers are not concerned simply with bodily fluids and sensory qualities of 
trance. Encounters with plant-spirits, gods, eternity, and experiences of ecstatic union 
with the universe characterise the exegetical heights of narrative accounts of 
ayahuasca trance in Australia. Adopting Lambek’s methodological sensibility, my 
research is not positioned as the study of “faulty beliefs about supernatural realms nor 
an idealised mimetic identification with (and appropriation of) the knowledge and 
practices” (2000:318) of the subjects under investigation. Following Blanes and 
Santos, I employ a pragmatic approach of seeking to understand the existence of spirit 
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beings in terms of their “ontological effects”, or the “markings, traces, paths, and 
ultimately, “evidence”” (2013:6,7-8) that they leave and I extend the approach to 
questions of personhood and the constitution of ethical speech acts of drinkers. 
Through analysing ritual practices and the contents of narrative accounts of trance and 
healing, the “ordinary ethics” (Lambek 2010) and social life of the spirits of 
ayahuasca visions become pronounced. 
 
This approach inevitably led me to considering the anthropology of cultural critique 
(Marcus & Fischer 1986) and how ayahuasca neoshamanism has appropriated and 
adapted indigenous Amazonian shamanism. In the etiological and cosmological 
system of ayahuasca neoshamanism, there is a marked dissatisfaction with 
“mainstream” Australian and “Western culture” that is raised to the level of sickness. 
I examine how plant-spirits, nature, and indigenous shamanism represent objects by 
which drinkers — in practices of healing —  reflexively and critically assess the 
everyday social and cultural worlds in which they are personally embedded. These 
“objects of trance” are investigated with regard to how a sacred environmentalist 
politics and other forms of cultural idealism shape the forms and acts by which 
healing is achieved. My approach aims to not explain-away ayahuasca neoshamanic 
healing with social and cultural analyses, but to uncover intersections of etiological 
structures, ethico-moral processes of everyday life, and the construction of cultural 
critiques/ideals. 
 
Implicit and explicit ethical judgments permeate narrative accounts of ayahuasca 
trance in Australia and, in particular, become pronounced in descriptions of illness, 
malaise, social disorder, and healing and wellbeing. The relationship between the 
ethical and wellbeing should come as no surprise, given that, as pointed out by Taylor 
(1989:8), in understanding the notions of respect that moral orientations rest upon, the 
question of what it means to suffer, or what is obscene about injustice, or the awe of 
the fact of human life, are indispensable dimensions of enquiry (Taylor 1989:8). To 
help explore how the ethics of illness and healing ayahuasca neoshamanism is 
practiced socially, I examine conventions of ritual practice in relation to a semiotic 
analysis of narrative accounts of trance and healing. My approach to studying the 
types of meanings that drinkers produce about or in relation to ayahuasca practice is 
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informed by Nancy Munn’s approach in which she linked seemingly disparate aspects 
of cultural practice in Massim (Papua New Guinea) society in terms of an “underlying 
nexus of meanings that are important in understanding value transformation” (Munn 
1986:74).  
 
I understand “meaning” as a cover term for the relational nexus that 
enters into any given sociocultural form or practice (of whatever 
order of complexity) and defines that practice. The anthropological 
analysis of cultural meaning requires explication of cultural forms — 
a working through or unfolding of these cultural specific definitions 
and connectivities in order to disclose both the relational nature of 
the forms and the significance that derives from this relationality. 
Although in any given context the concern may be with a particular 
relation or aspect of meaning, the overall intent of such an analysis is 
to make explicit the more fundamental sociocultural processes and 
principles entailed in overt types of practice, and to show how these 
processes and principles and embodied within these forms. (Munn 
1986:7) 
 
For example, Munn indicated how, in the context of Massim social life, the qualisign 
of “lightness” is an icon of diverse practices that include curing rites, gardening, 
canoeing, and eating and food taboos, and that represents a condensation of meaning 
that is core to understanding value transformation and communal viability (Munn 
1986:3,74). Qualisigns, Munn explained, “exhibit something other than themselves in 
themselves” (Munn 1986:74). Examining conventions and techniques of trance and 
narrative-making, I explore dominant qualisigns of ayahuasca neoshamanism in 
Australia in terms of an underlying nexus of meanings that are important in 
understanding the constitution of everyday ethics, cultural ideals, and social 
organisation. The initial reasons for undertaking a semiotic analysis of trance was 
based upon research produced by Tramacchi that explains how: 
 
Entheogens [or psychedelic substances used for religious purposes] 
in post-industrial societies are often used by loose-knit communities 
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of vision seekers who construct new cosmologies to culturally codify 
their visionary experiences. (Tramacchi 2009:7) 
 
In combination with undertaking a semiotic analysis of codifications of ayahuasca 
trance and healing experiences, I undertake an analysis of narrative — in terms of 
social conventions of narrative-making and the contents of the narratives. 
Undertaking an analysis of narrative in the context of New Age spiritualities appears 
particularly useful, as Brown points out, given the “difficulties of tracking a 
movement that almost by definition shuns political action and conventional 
expressions of power” (2002:103). This appears to equally apply to ayahuasca 
neoshamanism due to its critical cultural cosmology and other attributes it shares with 
broader New Age spirituality currents.   
 
I approach Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism as a network of practitioners who are 
inherently social and have certain links to others who share aspects of beliefs, 
behaviours and morals and produce and live the modalities of culture. While 
recognising important tensions within the concept of culture — i.e. the unresolved 
debate of universalism contra relativism and the dubious assumption that cultures are 
bounded, independent entities (Gupta & Ferguson 1992) — my research explores 
“culture” as the product of shared understandings and experiences. Naomi Quinn 
writes:  
 
people in a given group share, to greater or lesser extent, 
understandings of the world that have been learned and internalized 
in the course of their shared experience, and that individuals rely 
heavily on these shared understandings to comprehend and organize 
experience, including their own thoughts, feelings, motivations and 
actions, and the actions of other people. (2005:3) 
 
Exploring this understanding of culture, my research uncovers dynamics of shared 
meanings, practices and moralities in Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism. In 
addition, I extend Quinn’s definition by also investigating processes of discordant and 
non-shared or contradictory understandings and experiences — that are perhaps 
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indicative of the disintegration and reconfiguration of culture. The conceptual 
framework of Zigon's (2007, 2008) notion of moral breakdown and ethical demand, 
and Lambek’s (2010) dialectical ethics frame this analysis. It involves an examination 
of ritual practices and narrative accounts of trance and healing with regard to the 
strategies that people undertake to stabilise personal and social crisis and heal 
themselves. Thus, I examine norms and contradictions that people share with regards 
to organising their own “thoughts, feelings, motivations and actions, and the actions 
of other people” (Quinn 2005:3), while undertaking a particular focus on the question 
of personhood in the social structure of ayahuasca healing and everyday life.  
 
Thesis outline 
The thesis involves an investigation with two strands of enquiry that become 
increasingly integrated toward the end of the thesis. The first involves various ways of 
exploring notions of social structure and social organisation. This includes 
investigating how healing is achieved in the context of ritual and discursive practices 
and how ecstatic sensory and bodily experiences generate a type of ethics (or social 
obligations and responsibilities) that define a certain type of social organisation. The 
second involves investigating the cosmology and phenomenology of the practice in 
terms of how forms of cultural critique and cultural idealism are generated on the 
level of subjectivity. The thesis finishes by examining how this subjectivity relates to 
forms of social organisation associated with capitalist society. 
 
In chapter two, Ceremony and everyday life, the fieldwork site is introduced in detail 
and the structure and social conventions of the weekend retreats are examined. The 
key emic terms of the practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia are 
introduced and the conventions of ritual practice are considered in relation to ritual 
concepts of liminality and everyday life. The practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism 
includes forms of divination and healing, and the chapter considers notions of social 
structure in relation to the ritual conventions in which healing and divination are 
achieved. The chapter represents the strongest claims of a type of individualism in the 
ritual practice of the retreats, and the three chapters that follow it largely involve 
investigations that problematize notions individualism related to the practice. 
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In chapter three, Techniques of trance, I investigate the modes and codes of sensory 
and bodily experiences of neoshamanic ayahuasca ecstatic trance. The effects of 
ayahuasca in terms of the senses and the body are typically dramatic and key ritual 
conventions are shown to shape key modes of sensory and bodily experience. 
Different codes of meaning that are inscribed to sensory and bodily experience during 
ritual practices are examined in terms of ways in which a particular form of relational 
personhood is achieved. By examining olfactory, auditory, visual, and synesthetic 
emic codes of trance experience, food and sex taboos that precede the ceremonies, 
and bodily codifications of purging, the chapter aims to elucidate the basic 
dimensions of the trance experience on the level of the senses and the body. The 
techniques of trance are examined in terms of ways in which the participants 
approach, articulate, and experience ecstatic sensory and bodily modes of relational 
personhood. 
 
In chapter four, Trance, narrative, and everyday ethics, I examine the narrative form 
and content of accounts of trance that drinkers systematically share during sanctioned 
rites of the retreats. Part of the chapter involves examining ways in which the speech 
acts of narrative accounts of ecstatic trance involve drinkers rearticulating and 
reconstituting aspects of everyday ethics. I examine how the articulation of ecstatic 
“healing” and “wisdom” shared by drinkers relates to personal ethical projects 
associated with people and everyday life beyond the retreats. The chapter finishes 
with two experimental sections, including in which multidisciplinary thought from the 
phenomenology of child development is examined with a hypothesis of the dynamics 
of ayahuasca trance in reconstituting everyday ethics, and a section on ayahuasca 
neoshamanism and “symbolic healing”. The chapter examines the way in which 
drinkers generate and articulate obligation-relations in light of personal trance 
experiences and it attempts to explain how the protean nature of the phenomenology 
of the trance experiences are instructive to everyday ethics. 
 
In chapter five Metaphysics and cosmology a study of the trance experiences is 
continued but this time with regard to key metaphysics of the narrative accounts of 
trance. Analysing contentions among drinkers about the ontological status of spirits, 
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and examining the distinction and conflation of participants’ notions of “truth” and 
“belief”, the metaphysics of the accounts are considered in relation to everyday social 
life and notions of relativism. The cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism involves 
terms that may refer simultaneously to relational states of ecstatic trance and to 
justifications of metaphysical difference among drinkers. The chapter also 
investigates ways in which notions of “nature” and “society” are fundamental to 
conceptions of illness, malaise, and healing, and how an ecstatic form of relational 
personhood involves the blurring of psychic boundaries between the human and the 
nonhuman. The metaphysics of “nature” and “society” shared by drinkers is then 
explored in terms of political values and the relationship between ayahuasca 
neoshamanism and cognate social groups or “tribes” in Australia.  
 
In chapter six, Healing and critical cultural ideals, the investigation turns to an 
analysis of Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism and cultural appropriation/adaption 
by exploring the practice in relation to indigenous Amazonian shamanism. Through 
drawing upon research on the history of the term “shaman” in eighteenth century 
European theatre, the relationship between Australian ayahuasca drinkers and a 
visiting Amazonian ayahuasca shaman in Australia is illuminated. This relationship is 
then explored in the context of how the healing and wisdom that Australian 
participants receive during relational forms of ecstatic trance involves the 
construction of cultural ideals (linked to conceptions of nature and indigenous 
“ayahuasca shamans”) that oppose or critique dominant institutions and conditions of 
Western societies. The chapter finishes by examining subjectivity and ayahuasca 
neoshamanic trance with regard to a key multivocal term in narrative accounts, and it 
outlines ways in which intrapsychic and relational domains of personhood intersect 
with forms of cultural critique aimed at the broader Australian and “Western” cultural 
milieu. The conclusion chapter of the thesis then returns to the broader questions of 
personhood, individualism and dividualism and attempts to explain how ayahuasca 
neoshamanism in Australia reproduces and departs from types of social organisation 
common to societies characterised by advanced forms of capitalism.  
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Chapter 2. Ceremony and everyday life 
 
In this chapter, I explore the ritual structure of ayahuasca neoshamanic retreats in 
Australia. The objectives of the chapter involve two parts, (1) an examination of the 
retreats in relation to a theory of ritual, liminality, and everyday life, and (2) an 
analysis of the rules of the rituals in relation to a concept of individualism. The 
chapter engages these two levels of enquiry through a narrative exploration of a 
weekend retreat, undertaking narrative of the type Geertz termed “thick description” 
(Geertz 1973). My hope is that the chapter will provide a rich ethnographic window 
on the practice while indicating important distinctions and relationships between 
ayahuasca retreats and everyday life. Drinkers attend ceremonies on the weekends, in 
the darkness of night, and typically without the people and circumstances that 
drinkers may hold responsible for the reasons for why they are seeking healing and 
wisdom. Liminal aspects of the practice are shown to exist on social, sensory, and 
temporal domains and represent overlapping nodes in practices of self-healing. The 
chapter examines ways in which the ritual conventions of ayahuasca ceremonies in 
Australia accommodate a pastiche religious form that helps define the individual as 
the ultimate arbitrator of his or her visions and narratives of the trance visions. This 
self-healing, I argue, is produced by ritual structures that suggest a form of social 
individualism. 
 
Liminality and social structure 
Ayahuasca ceremonies in Australia are typically conducted during weekend retreats 
wherein drinkers participate in two evenings of drinking ayahuasca. The retreats are 
typically held several hours drive outside major cities in places rich in natural beauty 
and ecological diversity. In their travels from urban social spaces to ayahuasca retreat 
spaces, drinkers transit through a threshold in which a sacredness of the natural world 
is penetrated.  
 
The overall structure of the weekend retreats can be illustrated by using Victor 
Turner’s ritual theory of liminality (1969). Developing the work of sociologist Arnold 
van Gennep (2001), Turner outlined a three-part concept of ritual process that 
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includes: (1) a period of separation in which ritual participants are removed from 
social status, roles and responsibilities, (2) a liminal period in which ritual participants 
are “neither here nor there; they are betwixed and between the positions assigned and 
arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremony” (Turner 1969), and (3) a 
transition period of reassimilating back into the social and cultural order with new 
attitudes, roles, status, and responsibility. In the day’s leading-up to an ayahuasca 
retreat, the ritual attendees typically follow strict dietary and ascetic practices — as 
outlined in chapter 3 — and these practices mark part of a period of separation from 
ordinary life. The process of commuting to an ayahuasca retreat outside cities and in 
the natural world, undergoing radical trance experiences of visions and purging, and 
returning back to ordinary life, represents a contemporary example of the type of 
ritual process outlined by Turner. 
 
Initially born from analyses of seasonal and puberty rites, Turner’s theories of 
liminality have a powerful analytical reach that inspired or informed studies in 
various ethnographic settings, including electronic dance music festivals in Europe, 
North America, Australia and elsewhere (St. John 2013, 2015). While participants 
that attend electronic dance music events may consume very similar psychoactive 
chemicals to what is in ayahuasca brews (and I have heard of some outdoor events 
including ayahuasca ceremonies on the event land in the period shortly before and 
after events), Australian ayahuasca drinkers typically differentiate ayahuasca practice 
from psychedelic festival events by describing ayahuasca as “not recreational”, or 
“not a party drug”. Furthermore, many of the people I interviewed had never heard of 
Australian “doof” outdoor psychedelic music festivals (Tramacchi 2001; St John 
2001). Distinctions between categories of recreation, party, religion and spirituality 
have been shown to blur in the social practice of psychedelic “psytrance”, “doof” 
festivals (St. John 2015). However, these categories have become part of an 
identification that Australian ayahuasca drinkers use to differentiate their practice 
from a broader psychedelic milieu.  
 
There are radical differences between the ritual practice of outdoor psytrance festivals 
and the tightly organised and closely monitored ritual space of an Australian 
ayahuasca ceremony. In Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism, drinkers are informed 
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that once the ritual has officially begun, they should not talk or interact in the 
ceremony space. Drinking in almost darkness or in some cases complete darkness, 
and consumed with loud music, the ayahuasca drinker is propelled into an inner world 
of visions sanctioned, by ritual conventions termed “holding-space”, from intentional 
interference or from interaction from other drinkers. During the morning after 
drinking ayahuasca, ayahuasca drinkers return to their place in the ritual circle for the 
“sharing-round” ceremony wherein they one-at-a-time articulate narrative accounts of 
visions and healing. Typically, drinkers must listen to — and not interject upon or 
attempt to explain — other people’s narrative accounts of visions and healing. 
Through these basic discursive rules, the drinker achieves, and is encouraged to have, 
a kind of authority over the articulation of his or her visions and healing. The 
cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia appears to mirror the structures 
of the pastiche cosmology of New Age spirituality (Possamai 2003:40) and may 
include narrative accounts of trance that are constituted by themes from a variety of 
metaphysics, religions, spirits, invisible or inner worlds, and aspects of popular 
culture. The liminal experiences of the drinker are not simply “betwixed and between 
the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremony”, but 
appear to be constituted by ritual rules that accommodate and encourage a social 
structure of individualism existing in broader Australian society.  
 
This individualism, I will argue, defines a certain kind of practice of ayahuasca 
healing in which drinkers attempt to cultivate a sacred self in everyday life. By 
everyday life I refer to the often mundane or ordinary and also significant practices of 
domestic activities and family relations, general social activities and friend relations, 
and work or employment relations and activities. While drinkers explain that 
ayahuasca healing encompasses a variety of themes, a reconstitution and 
rearticulation of social relations is one of the dominant themes foregrounded in 
narrative accounts of ayahuasca healing, and chapter 4 explores these accounts in 
detail. This chapter investigates the weekend retreats in terms of the social structure 
of ritual practice and the relationship between retreats and everyday life that the rules 
and conditions of the practice appear to define. As mentioned in the opening part of 
the chapter, I will partially explore the ritual practice in narrative form in an attempt 
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to immerse the reader in the ethnographic context and to flesh-out the key concepts of 
ritual and social structure. 
 
Sitting ceremony  
There are twenty-five of us wearing white, seated low to the ground in a circle. I look 
around the room but the darkness is blinding. Some people are swaying gently to the 
music. Some are sitting motionless like statues with symmetrical posture and others 
are lying down. It has been one hour since the group drank ayahuasca. Matt, seated 
closely next to me begins to breathe heavily, softly moaning on each out breath. 
Ritual attendees each have a small bucket placed strategically at arms-reach and Matt 
suddenly grabs his. He roars face down vomiting into the bucket. The gurgling liquid 
is violently expelled from his body. We have all been fasting since at least the middle 
of the day (some people for several days or a week), and Matt’s purging climaxes 
with tight heaving, coughing, and spitting as his stomach and neck muscles clench to 
find any remaining substance to expel. Jim, the ritual specialist, who also has 
consumed ayahuasca, is playing his guitar while singing a loud ballad with 
therapeutic and didactic lyrics — “What you do and you say comes back to you, hey, 
hey” — that surround us through a quadrophonic sound-system.  
 
Experienced and novice drinkers at times report mild reactions to the substance yet 
most participants fluctuate during each ceremony through various qualitative 
intensities of terror, agony, and purging and bliss, lucidity, and ecstatic revelation. 
During ceremonies, the individual’s re-territorialisation of sensory perception may 
solidify into interactive and aesthetically complex revelations populated by 
“intelligent spirit beings”, significant others, geometric designs, jewelled landscapes 
and temples, and encounters with past and future events. These experiences are 
codified by drinkers with the terms “visions” and “journeys” and represent what are 
typically labelled “hallucinations” in biomedicine. The visions of ayahuasca trance 
embody significant and real meanings for ritual attendees, and insofar as 
“hallucination” implies delusion, fancifulness, and psychosis, the term disfigures key 
perceptions and forms of reasoning internal to the practice of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism. It is mid-night and Jim offers a second cup of ayahuasca. A few 
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people laugh awkwardly, signalling that they have had enough of the psychoactive 
beverage. Approximately half the group drinks. 
 
Six hours earlier I am driving along a highway leading out of an Australian 
metropolis when the traffic suddenly comes to a standstill and I realise the time and 
inevitable congestion of rush hour traffic. From across eastern Australia and from as 
far as New Zealand, twenty-six people and myself are making their way to John’s 
opulent and secluded retreat centre to participate in the illicit form of spirituality and 
alternative healing. More than half of the ritual attendees have travelled directly from 
work and most will stay at the retreat for the two evening ceremonies and leave on 
Sunday afternoon. While the social gathering and ceremonial practice is typically 
restricted to the weekend retreat, ayahuasca drinkers describe the period shortly 
before and after the weekend as equally important to the ceremonies with regard to 
maximising the reception of healing and wisdom from ayahuasca. The period of three 
days prior and three days after the ceremonies is typically conceived as being central 
to the practice and it involves certain dietary regimes and sexual taboos that inform 
this centrality — as detailed in the next chapter.  
 
It is getting dark and the last people arrive to the property. We are all in John’s lounge 
room and I sit by an enclosed fireplace next to a large bookshelf populated with texts 
on transpersonal psychology, classical poetry, New Age healing, and psychedelic art, 
while talking with a young couple that are nervous about drinking ayahuasca for the 
first time. The crowd has separated into several fluid conversations with people 
occasionally moving around the room. “Do you ever stay in the visions, like, don’t 
come out of the journey?”, Luke asks me referring to the duration of the psychoactive 
effects of ayahuasca, his eyes pinned to my response. “I have never heard of that 
happening”, I reply. Lucy, a middle-aged woman from Israel who has consumed 
ayahuasca more times than she can recall was listening to our conversation and 
switched her position on the couch to face us. She has been a regular attendee of 
certain larger Australian ceremonies that are organised by a different but related 
group, however, tonight she travelled several hours by plane to attend this ceremony. 
With a maternal and welcoming gaze, she tells the young couple:  
 
42 
 
I remember the first time I journeyed. I was more afraid than before 
going to mandatory army training. Then I actually drank the brew 
and realised that it offered me a way of seeing and transcending my 
own inner terror.  
 
The words seem to calm them. “People forget that ayahuasca is a medicine”, Lucy 
emphasised to us, “La Madre [the spirit of ayahuasca] purifies and aligns us on a deep 
level. It is a very natural thing”. Our conversation was absorbed by those sitting with 
Lucy and a discussion began about types of healing people had received from the 
spirit of ayahuasca, narratives that included the curing of depression-anxiety, 
astigmatism, and muscular-skeletal problems. Concomitantly, on the other side of the 
room several men who are regular attendees of the ceremonies are discussing which 
artists and sci-fi films best illustrate or represent the contents of their ayahuasca 
visions.  
 
The following day I asked Pete about his ayahuasca revelations and interest in film. 
“There are codes in the new films coming out”, he enthusiastically asserts and with 
language that is typically used to describe ayahuasca experiences says, “I get 
downloads through the films... We need to unlock the pieces of the puzzle to then 
unlock the self... I get a lot of healings, my skin feels amazing, like fire or gold”. 
While Australian ayahuasca drinkers do not necessarily stress the notion that films 
embody esoteric knowledge related to ayahuasca visions, notions and practices of 
“healing” and “wisdom” do emerge as the dominant explicit motivations for why 
people in Australia attend ayahuasca ceremonies.  
 
Everyone finishes their tea and privately dons white clothing, as it is time to enter the 
ceremony. Walking in the large room my senses are immediately transformed by the 
space. The lighting is dimmed. Several candles are alight. Aromatic vapours of the 
South American fragrant wood Palo Santo saturate the air. Soft harmonic music is 
playing. In the middle of the room lay two large indigenous Amazonian Shipibo 
fabrics upon which a small shrine is centred. The shrine consists of fresh flowers, 
precious stones and sigils, candles, aromatic resins, and a large plastic bottle encasing 
the brown liquid ayahuasca. We all sit on the ground, an arms-length apart, mounted 
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on mattresses and large pillows, making a circle around the shrine. Some people 
appear reserved, introspective, and meditating while others are quietly conversing, 
introducing themselves to each other, joking, and socialising. A sense of excitement, 
devotion, and anxiety appears to circulate the attendees in different degrees and ways. 
Matt is seated next to me meditating eye-closed with a small wooden Native 
American carving in his hands. I recall Anna asking me before the ceremony “Have 
you met Matt? He is a real rock in circle”, implying that he does not struggle with the 
potential challenging effects of ayahuasca. One third of the diameter of the circle is 
reserved for the ritual specialists, one male and two females, who are surrounded by 
high quality musical equipment, including mixers, laptops, five guitars, amps, 
synthesises, hand drums, microphones, music-sheet stands, and cords, and we are all 
surrounded by a quadraphonic stereo speaker-system mounted to the walls.  
 
With everyone seated comfortably for what will be the next seven hours, the quiet 
music is turned off and Jim begins the event by welcoming the attendees and then 
sharing an introduction to information about ayahuasca that includes themes of 
cultural origin, chemistry, and phenomenological affect. “This is an ancient global 
tradition spanning millennia…[from] the Amazon… Ancient Egypt… [and the] 
Ancient Greek Eleusinian mysteries”, Jim shares with the group. He then informs 
everyone — setting social conventions of the ritual — that we should not speak, 
move, or interact in the ceremony space but treat the event as a “private introspective 
meditation”. Following the introduction lecture, each person is invited to individually 
orate to the group their personal “intentions for the journey” or reasons for 
participating in the evening’s ritual. Everyone is silent. A few people take a long slow 
breath. Participants were asked to consider their own “intention” before coming to the 
event. In an email sent to all participants, drinkers are asked to bring an intention for 
the journey and told that:  
 
The aim of these ceremonies is for healing and transformation and 
the intent each individual brings is of utmost importance. Your 
intention may be to receive knowledge, expansion, insight, clarity, 
release, healing... The respect and focus you bring affects the whole, 
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so we ask that you come prepared mentally, emotionally and 
physically. 
 
A central question that encompasses and guides the “intentions for the journey” 
discourse of ayahuasca drinkers in Australia is the Socratic dictum, “How ought I 
live?”. Ritual attendees bring this ethical sensibility to ceremonies. It becomes 
pronounced in this ritual process that systematically happens prior to drinking 
ayahuasca where everyone individually publically explains his or her reasons for 
attending the ceremony.  
 
Drinkers orient their relationship to the ecstatic practice of ayahuasca trance in terms 
of processes or a quest of individualist divination in which the verb “to heal” may 
imply “I ought to…”. The “intentions for the journey” may be proposed in the form of 
requests to the intelligent, beautiful, and benevolent spirit of ayahuasca, Madre or 
Mother Ayahuasca. Some intentions are directed specifically as requests to the spirit 
of ayahuasca and others are more indirect. Examples in this particular ceremony 
included, “to heal some recent life challenges”, “to journey in bliss and joy”, “to heal 
lifelong sinus problems”, “to surrender to whatever the mother [ayahuasca] wants to 
show me”, and “to learn how to be a better father”. Following the round of individual 
intentions, Jim, holding everyone’s attention, officially “opens the space” by reciting, 
with a strong Australian accent, several incantations, that includes a directive to 
pursue reflexive knowledge:  
 
Since the dawn of time we have gathered around fires, in stone 
circles, temples, and pyramids to explore the mysteries of light, life 
and love. Inscribed above the portal of the ancient temple of Apollo 
at Delphi were the words: know thyself. We gather here tonight in 
the footsteps of our ancestors on this same eternal quest for self-
knowledge. 
 
The room is dark and I can barely see silhouettes of people. Jim stands and finishes 
the incantation by spitting sacred aromatic water over the altar in the four directions. 
We are all facing the central altar, the only source of light. The flowers and 
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Amazonian fabrics are softly illuminated. A recorded ambient song with lyrics 
repeating, “we taste only sacredness, we taste only sacredness” begins signalling that 
it is time to each drink thirty millilitres of the acerbic tasting ayahuasca.  
 
Holding-space 
The ritual space in which drinkers embark upon what ritual specialist Jim regarded as 
“the eternal quest for self-knowledge” is designed and managed in a way that 
accommodates and encourages drinkers in divining and arbitrating self-knowledge. In 
ayahuasca ceremonies in Australia, the ritual space is intentionally darkened to 
encourage an ocular and introspective quality to the revelations or visions. Everyday 
forms of social interaction, such as talking and related embodied gestures, are 
typically forbidden. Combined with a restriction of light, an emphasis on closing the 
eyes, and a request to remain seated and stationary, the ritual music emerges as the 
core medium binding or attuning attendees to any sort of collective experience. The 
dissociation of light and the prohibition of social interaction in ritual time and space 
help “focus the universe” on the individual, to borrow terminology from Cesarino 
(Labate 2013:9). This is reflected in the role of the ritual specialists who are perceived 
not as shamans who heal or directly engage patients but as “facilitators” that hold-
space for attendees to have more or less private introspective experiences.  
 
Various ritual specialists in Australia identified themselves to me as “facilitators” and 
specifically “not shamans”. Emic distinction between facilitators and shamans have 
represented disagreements and debates among ritual specialists over the best ways to 
hold-space with regard to what will maximise healing for individuals participating in 
the rituals. In parallel, there has been some debate among ritual specialists about the 
definition of holding-space, particularly with regard to the relationship between ritual 
specialists and ritual attendees. I will now examine these two dimensions of the 
politics of holding space. 
 
During a three-day arts and spirituality outdoor festival situated in a nature reserve in 
far north Queensland, a workshop and discussion was held entitled “Soul Family 
Panel” that was dedicated to the topic of ayahuasca ceremonies in Australia. Five 
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prominent ayahuasca ritual specialists that had travelled from three different 
Australian states joined the evening “Soul family panel” and approximately one 
hundred people were present at the discussion. At the beginning of the event the 
speakers left the dedicated chairs and table at the front of the space and sat on the 
grass with the audience, with the MC explaining on a microphone, “this talk is about 
you, us, the community, and in what ways you think ayahuasca ceremonies or the 
culture can be improved”. A roving microphone moved through the group. A detailed 
discussion quickly began about holding-space and the responsibility of ritual 
specialists in ayahuasca ceremonies. A sharp distinction crystallised between, on the 
one hand, several ritual specialists explaining that people should not be given “help” 
in ayahuasca ceremonies because this help creates “unbalanced power relations” and 
teaches people to give their autonomy away to ritual specialists instead of helping 
them “learn self-responsibility”. On the other hand, some facilitators explained, “no, 
sometimes people need help in their journey and siting with them and singing high-
frequency spirit into their body can help them shift what needs to be shifted”. 
Similarly, one ritual specialist explained that:  
 
some people like to be taken care of in ayahuasca ceremonies. 
Others want to be thrown into the deep-end and learn to swim. We 
need to cater for these different needs rather than creating an 
overarching rule.  
 
This ideological distinction pivots upon an implicit notion that individuals should 
rather remain confined to an introspective private journey and learn to “navigate” 
alone the sometimes extreme and emotionally challenging “psychic material” that 
emerges or, in such circumstances, they should be accompanied closely by ritual 
specialists who, in this case would move — to some degree — from the role of 
facilitator to shaman or healer in a more traditional sense of the term shaman.  
 
Some ritual specialists argued that everyone drinking ayahuasca needs to develop the 
powers and perceptions of ayahuasca visions by themselves and personally 
“shamanise” in order to individually contribute to “evolving the collective” social 
world and “hive mind” of the group. In line with this approach, ritual specialists that 
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provide individual healing are sometimes described as limiting or holding-back the 
personal initiation and long-term healing of the individual ritual attendee. Other ritual 
specialists that lean more towards providing specialised care and attention to people 
experiencing “difficult journeys” in ceremonies describe using special abilities that 
may include transmitting spiritual healing through song, and sucking, removing, and 
clearing pathogenic spiritual substances from the individual’s body, including other 
forms of spiritual “body work”.  
 
This distinction between, on the one hand, practices by which individuals 
“shamanise” with “self-responsibility” and, on the other, ritual acts by which 
specialists provide healing for individual drinkers, was implicitly debated by ritual 
specialists on the level of spiritual and healing ideologies. In various interviews I 
conducted with ritual specialists, some explained to me that those who do not provide 
specialised care and spiritual healing are simply not equipped with the skills and 
ecstatic powers to do so. In contrast, some ritual specialists shared the previously 
noted perspective in which all ayahuasca drinkers are encouraged to individually 
explore and integrate the experience themselves and not “give their powers away” and 
become dependent upon the powers of others. The binary indexes tensions of social 
ideology and social expectation in the encounter between ritual specialists and ritual 
attendees. 
 
The politics of conducting ayahuasca neoshamanism ceremonies is centred on the 
notion of holding-space. Ceremonies accused of lacking these conventions may be 
referred to as “cowboy circles” that harbour “dangerous energies” or malevolent 
spirits and a general lack of duty of care. Laughter, glossolalia, screaming, and 
movement may occur within the confines of the ritual circle, however, it is typically 
considered somewhat unwanted and a disturbance — evidence of a “difficult 
journey”. If an attendee is having this kind of difficult journey and cannot remove 
themselves from the room, typically s/he is eventually escorted out and sat with until 
s/he “processes” the ecstatic state and returns to a less expressive experience. Direct 
social interaction and disturbance is curtailed in the ceremonies while ritual specialists 
hold-space for the inner visions of the individual to emerge and gain primacy over 
ordinary social interaction.   
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The notion of holding-space and the ability to hold-space is not limited to ritual 
specialist but involves a wider social vision. In sharing-round rituals that occur during 
the morning after ceremonies (where people share narrative accounts of their personal 
trance experiences), people would often express gratitude towards everyone for 
holding-space and allowing them to personally heal. Thus the power to create a “safe” 
and healing spiritual environment and hold-space extends to broader social 
expectations that include everyone present in the ritual.  
 
There are not simply two camps of ayahuasca ritual specialists, i.e. those that do not 
perform specialised healing on drinkers verses those that do. The distinction is more 
like a spectrum that includes, on the more individualistic side, ritual specialists that 
advocate a radical self-responsibility but that may also profess abilities to heal people 
and “unblock” other people’s spiritual body from a distance (to “translocate”) across 
the ceremony space without anyone present knowing. Another similar form of subtle 
or inconspicuous healing includes reports of ritual facilitators being told by spirits or 
an intuitive inner voice what song to play in order to “shift the energy” of the circle 
and help individuals heal. In sharing-round rituals drinkers express gratitude in 
regards to the uncanny timing of certain songs which are described as relating 
thematically to the visions and inner-experiences the ritual attendee was having at the 
time and that this synchronicity brings idiosyncratic forms of healing or teachings to 
the drinker. While at the other end of the spectrum there are more overt and embodied 
forms of healing (such as ritual specialists sitting directly in front of the individual 
and singing, whistling, and brushing them with dried leaves to help clean-out and 
banish pathogenic spiritual material or entities), ritual specialists are nonetheless 
typically understood as, and referred to as, “facilitators” of each individual 
participant’s self-healing. The expectation placed upon ritual specialists is that they 
are to facilitate and enable healing to occur for an individual. The individualistic side 
to holding-space thus dominates or encompasses the relational in terms of the title of 
the ritual specialist (i.e. “facilitator”) and in terms of the expectations that drinkers 
place upon techniques of holding-space.   
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The powers of ayahuasca healing (and healing in general) are typically approached by 
drinkers as involving forces and conditions that exist beyond the individual’s and the 
ritual specialist’s consciousness. The “plants are the medicine” and the plant-spirits 
are the healers, ritual specialists typically explain. However, that being said, 
ayahuasca drinkers are expected to learn how to personally allow themselves to 
surrender to, welcome, and explore the psychic healing properties and teachings of 
the spiritual world disclosed during ayahuasca ceremonies. These motivations are 
couched within the desire for, and necessity of, a “well-held space” or ceremony.  
 
Ceremonies described as not being “held-well”, among those I participated in, are 
typically defined by a high level of expressed distress among ritual attendees that may 
include screaming, fear, aggression, desperation and other forms of afflictive social 
behaviour. The prohibitions of interaction in ceremonies appear to provide conditions 
that attempt to minimise or contain this distress. Drinkers expect to potentially 
encounter emotionally challenging “psychic material” and confronting visions, or 
have a “difficult journey”, during ceremonies and this potential process is honoured as 
involving important and courageous steps of personal healing. However, examples of 
ceremonies that are not held-well tend to be characterised by situations where these 
dimensions of the practice override and possess participants in ways that may create 
continuous and infectious forms of disruption and distress among participants in the 
ceremony. This disruption somewhat transgresses the social rules of the space and the 
inner experiences of others in the ceremony. A delicate balance emerges in which a 
“difficult journey” of a ritual attendee is avoided by ritual specialists to the extent that 
it does not influence the group too much; a measurement that defies simple 
quantification and appears to depend on the extent to which the particular group of 
drinkers remain volitional, solid or personally “held together” in ways that do not 
overwhelmingly impact the inner “journeys” of their fellow drinkers. Thus the logics 
of holding-space are in place to manage, contain, but not necessarily eradicate 
“difficult journeys”. The infectious quality of a difficult journey when it becomes 
exported to the inner visions of others through disruptive expressions unites the group 
on levels of radical sensory experience — as detailed in the chapter 3 — and thus 
appears to disrupt a type of ecstatic individualism inherent in the logic of holding-
space. Nonetheless, these disruptions are not always caused by a difficult or afflictive 
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journey. Individuals may find themselves possessed by forms of uncontrollable 
laughter that may echo throughout the group. Drinkers are expected to remain quiet in 
ceremony, aside from an option of singing along to the music which, in my 
experience, only occurred very partially and only in some ceremonies. Elated 
expressions such as laughter do not carry an exemption here with regard to the rules 
of social behaviour in ceremony. In the ritual circle, interaction between ritual 
attendees, whether distressing, humorous, or elated in nature, is typically prohibited. 
The ritual specialists hold-space for individuals to experience personalised “inner” 
visions and journeys. 
 
The concept of holding-space typically refers to abilities of the ritual specialist to 
conduct ceremonies in ways deemed appropriate and necessary by those participating 
in the ceremonies. Techniques of holding-space may vary and include animistic 
practices in which the ritual specialists works to protect the individuals in the circle 
from malevolent spirits. Some ritual specialists reject animistic practices and describe 
a kind of folk-psychology practice of guiding the psyche of the individual to self-
healing. Some ritual specialists may use a variety of these beliefs and practices. In 
other cases, the very notion of holding-space and ritual facilitation is rejected. The 
ritual specialist James, for example, explained to me how practices of holding-space 
and facilitation limit and transmogrify the healing experiences of individuals in the 
ceremony. The rejection appears to indicate a form of radical individualism raised to 
cosmological postulates. 
 
J: I think [holding-space] is unnecessary. I think the facilitator is 
unnecessary. I think the facilitator wants to provide value or 
signature to what they are doing because actually they are not 
necessary. Only the plants are necessary. I can see why they would 
want to communicate that they are necessary. But I think that as soon 
as a facilitator is stepping into the arena it becomes more about the 
facilitator than the plants so the plants lose their potency. 
 
A: What type of potency is lost? 
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J: What I am hearing from people all the time is how many groups 
there are that are just weak and not working for people… if you are 
providing a buffered, kind of bouncing castle world with the rainbow 
light bridges an stuff I think it’s an unreal world. People are then in 
an unreal space. When I was in South America drinking I felt like I 
was in that manufactured space, like a carwash and it only felt like a 
superficial clean. I wasn’t able to go really deep with that. All the 
facilitators in the West are trying to do the same thing; this medium 
is a new medium. Two decades ago there was very few people 
working with this medium. It’s all been manufactured from the 
ground up. Yet, it’s presented as being traditional. I see that as a bit 
ridiculous really. 
 
Similarly, Dan, a musician who conducts music in James’s ceremonies explained to 
me that “keeping” ayahuasca drinkers “wrapped up in cotton wool” during 
ceremonies is not helpful to their healing journey. Drinkers should learn to “journey” 
themselves without direct psychic support because this learning, Dan explains, is part 
of the process of true healing. In accordance with this approach, Dan explained to me 
that he is a “guide from the side, not a sage on the stage”. 
 
I don’t want to be in a hierarchical situation. I want to be in a 
circular situation you know… If someone starts vomiting over 
someone else you want to know someone is there to gently remove 
that person from that space. It’s the boundaries thing. It’s a tough 
one because how much do you enforce it? I don’t want to have too 
many rules because that involves a pressure and the idea of 
acceptance and presence is to release pressure and let people relax 
and therefore that relaxation will allow for more flow. Because any 
pressure or constriction involves a should-ness like “oh fuck, I’m 
doing this wrong, I should be something else, or be someone else”, 
or “how I am isn’t O.K. in some way”, and that creates a kind of 
fear. 
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The techniques of holding-space that most ayahuasca ritual specialists in Australia 
articulate in some form or another are in the quote above described as producing a 
hierarchy between ritual attendees and ritual specialists that is “constricting” to the 
healing of the individual and that is fabricated by ritual specialists in an attempt to 
justify their service. The approach of completely rejecting the notion of holding-space 
appears to reflect an ideal of Western libertarianism exported to a ritual structure of 
how ecstatic visions, purging, and healing should be related to and articulated by 
drinkers. When I asked ritual specialists that describe employing various techniques 
of holding-space (including animistic and folk-psychological techniques) about this 
rejection, they tended to explain that James has not been able to develop psychic 
abilities of holding-space and that he therefore rejects and demonises the abilities. In 
one example, a ritual specialist explained to me that facilitators need to learn 
techniques of holding-space during an initiation “dieta” period from plant spirits, and 
that if someone is conducting ayahuasca ceremonies without the “dispensation from 
the plant spirits” then they are conducting dangerous ceremonies. The politics of 
holding-space involve disputes in which forms of individualism in relation to ecstatic 
healing are contested with regard to the ritual rules by which healing achieved. 
 
The sharing-round 
While a minority of ritual specialists reject notions and practices of holding-space 
with explanations that appear to involve dynamics of a sacred individualism, ritual 
specialists that hold-space nonetheless employ rules that also appear to accommodate 
and encourage a kind of sacred individualism. This is clear in terms of the 
conventions of holding-space that enable drinkers to have “private introspective 
experiences”, as Jim termed it, and also with regard to the conditions of the sharing-
round ritual where drinkers publically narrate accounts of their personal visions and 
trance-experiences to each other. I will introduce here the sharing-round ritual in the 
context of a retreat to illustrate multiple levels of this convention of narrative-making 
and its relationship to the drinker’s general quest for healing and wisdom. 
 
It is mid-night, and shortly after Jim serves the second cup of ayahuasca another 
period of purging begins. Some people exit the room to vomit outside. There are 
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several ceremony assistants that have been assigned the duty of replacing vomit 
buckets and checking on those that have gone outside of the ritual space. However, 
the “ceremony helpers” explained to me that they are “careful to not intrude” on the 
attendee’s ayahuasca experience as much as possible. A few hours pass and the 
purging and flow of people in and out of the space wanes. It is shortly before three in 
the morning and most people are lying down. The psychoactive effects of ayahuasca 
have largely finished. One person is snoring. The music has progressed into ambient, 
soft and calm sounds. Jim then begins the regular closing ceremony incantation that 
includes the words, repeated three times and by several of the attendees, “love and 
light and wisdom now restore the balance on planet earth… Om shanti, shanti, 
shanti”. People slowly rise from the ground and begin to rejoice, hug, joke, and 
casually socialise. “How was your journey?” attendees ask each other, sometimes 
with a tone that implies the possibility of their ayahuasca experiences being universes 
apart. Tonight was a “strong brew” with lots of purging and “deep work being done”, 
Jim explains to me. Descriptions of healing, depth, profundity, and sanctity, and 
appraisal of the ceremony music, define the general economy of conversation in this 
period shortly after the ceremony finishes. Yet a few people are somewhat 
disappointed and reported a lack of visions or psychoactive effect in the ceremony.  
 
Seemingly anticipating the following day’s “sharing-round circle”, in the period 
directly after the ceremonies attendees tend to avoid describing their “journey” or 
ayahuasca experience. In this period, drinkers prefer to “sit with the experience” 
embodying an approach that seems to imply that the experience initially transcends 
articulation. Vegetable soup is served in the main house and everyone eats together at 
a large table. The social mood of this period of the ritual process may vary from 
ceremony to ceremony, but generally the participants appear closer to one another 
than before the ceremony, sharing inclusive emotion terms and interpersonal contact 
that appears to reflect a general sentiment of collectively undergoing a difficult and 
sacred experience together. Struggle, courage, and “facing your demons” coupled 
with feelings of exuberance from encountering beautiful, graceful, and “intelligent 
plant spirits”, become liminal currencies of sociality. The sublime affect of 
ayahuasca, in this respect, translates to the level of immediate social bonds. It is four-
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thirty in the morning and everyone has finished his or her vegetable soup. The group 
appears exhausted and readily expresses this exhaustion. We all go to sleep. 
 
At eleven o’clock in the morning everyone returns to his or her place in the ritual 
circle for the “sharing-round” rite. Premised within the sharing-round is the implicit 
contract that describing and sharing narrative accounts of personal ayahuasca trance-
experiences is good. This process of narrative-making is referred to as “integrating”, 
“anchoring”, or “downloading” the “journeys”. The sharing-round is approached as 
an important process of healing and learning for participants and it is not uncommon 
for people to cry or express emotionally rich forms of understanding, realisation, and 
gratitude in this ritual. Various types of humour, joy, and expressions of a shock of 
ecstatic ineffability are also common. Jim, the ritual specialist, prepares the group for 
the sharing-round and begins the ritual by asking participants to “be aware [that] 
people can often have deep healing experiences at this time when simply reflecting on 
their [ayahuasca trance] journey”. “Ceremonies are the easy part”, he explains, 
“Integrating the insights into your everyday life is the real journey”, and participants 
work to do this in a variety of ways beyond sharing-round circles. Writing in a 
personal “ayahuasca journeys” diary, creating art, poems, and songs about journeys, 
and spontaneously perceiving aspects of their personal and social lives in light of 
ayahuasca visions are other means that drinkers employ to “integrate” the trances. The 
act of narration and artistic representation of trance visions is approached by drinkers 
as an important process of healing and gaining wisdom. 
 
Narrative accounts of ayahuasca experience that are expressed during sharing-round 
rituals may embody a large variety of themes that defy any simple form of 
categorisation. While this chapter is focused more on the form and structure of ritual 
practice — and chapter 4 investigates the narrative content of trance in detail — it is 
useful to outline some of the broad themes of content that narrative accounts of 
ayahuasca trance may be grouped in. In no particular order these themes include, 
notions of overcoming alienation from nature and the natural order; healing family-, 
friend-, or work- related distress; healing various forms of trauma, sexual abuse 
pathologies, and chronic disease; providing ideas for business ventures, inspiration for 
artistic projects, and knowledge on specialised dietary regimes; articulating critiques 
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of social and cultural institutions and conditions; and, in some cases, rationalising 
suicidal tendencies. All of these themes emerge in descriptions of encounters with 
nature-spirits, Gaia or Mother Nature, gods, extra-terrestrials, along with various 
forms of purging, the embodiment of all existence, and journeys through time.  
 
The dynamics and contents of ayahuasca narrative accounts in sharing-round 
discourse can vary dramatically from individual to individual yet in some sharing-
round rituals thematic tendencies or resonant narratives may emerge among 
participants. Furthermore, some sharing-round rituals are described as being more 
powerful and healing than others. The ayahuasca ceremony that is threaded through 
this chapter was described as a particularly powerful ceremony and one that was 
followed by deep healing in the sharing-round. The following account of this 
particular sharing-round ritual exemplifies some of the narrative themes noted above, 
however, it also entails a concentration of accounts of one particular theme: healing 
sexual abuse. “Peoples journeys often overlap in ceremony” Jim explains to the 
group, and he also comments that sometimes one person may be purging and doing 
healing for someone else present in the ceremony without either drinker knowing. 
This idea is echoed by various other ritual specialists in Australia and suggests a type 
of relational quality in understandings of group ritual healing (which is explored in 
chapter 3). The following account is taken from my fieldwork notes and illustrates 
ways in which ceremonies and sharing-rounds may gravitate around particular 
themes: 
 
[Sharing-round] narrative themes included purification of emotions, 
insights for how to better relate to family members and friends, 
insights about career decisions, knowledge about the future, and 
knowledge about structures of the cosmos… Descriptions of healing 
sexual abuse dominated and included: pleasurable erotic encounters 
with angels (Paul), alien spirits forcing the feeling of what was 
dissociated pain linked to sexual abuse (Lucy), the removal of a 
psychic sword lodged in the vagina (Amber). Others in the ceremony 
commented on “feeling” a healing sexual abuse “energy” in their 
journeys. 
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This ethnographic description highlights certain relational and socially thematic 
content that may emerge in narrative accounts of one ayahuasca ritual. While drinkers 
may describe trance experiences that share certain exegetical content — such as 
healing sexual abuse — the ritual practice in which this content is socially articulated 
is marked by discursive rules that privilege and encourage the individual to cultivate 
expressions or speech acts in which healing the self is foregrounded. As mentioned 
above, drinkers are typically not allowed to comment upon or explain the meaning of 
another person’s trance experience. They must “respect” their healing “journey”, and 
the sharing-round rites are thus constituted by forms of public speech acts in which 
drinkers one-at-a-time narrative accounts of trance and, in many cases, provide 
explanations for their own illness, malaise, or diseases and descriptions of what 
ayahuasca healed or was “working on” in the trance the evening before. 
 
Healing and wisdom  
The most basic elements of trance techniques employed during ayahuasca 
neoshamanic ceremonies in Australia involve acts of divination and purging. When 
drinkers explain that they drink ayahuasca for wisdom and healing, they are typically 
referring to, on the one hand, wisdom received from visions, epiphanies, insights, and 
divine council that may emerge during ayahuasca trance, and, on the other hand, types 
of healing and spiritual cleansing associated with vomiting and other forms of 
purging. These two categories — which may be crudely termed divination and 
healing — are, however, not discrete categories in the minds and practice of 
ayahuasca drinkers. The notion that ayahuasca visions disclose knowledge and insight 
to the drinker and ayahuasca purging involves processes of healing and purification is 
not clearly defined in the Australian context. The conceptual borders between 
revelation and purging, or between wisdom and healing, blur as the quest for arcane 
knowledge and understanding conflates with longings for healing and wellbeing, and 
processes of purging and purification, drinkers explain, may occasion novel, everyday 
perceptions and esoteric knowledge. Drinkers describe receiving insights, 
perspectives or ideas on how they “ought” to live with regard to internal domains of 
family, friends, and workplace relations and these insights may be described as 
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healing. In some instances drinkers explain that the sometimes horrific and grotesque 
visions and sensory experiences of ayahuasca trance represent forms of purging and 
that what they vomit is in fact aspects of the ecstatic visions. Divination and purging, 
in the context of ayahuasca neoshamanism, may represent integrated practices.  
 
Examining divination practices of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia highlights 
aspects of the ritual structure of ceremonies and an etiological system of healing that 
appears to indicate a form of social individualism. By approaching divination as a 
special “form of inquiry that constitutes knowledge about the world” (Myhre 
2006:313), the forms of divination practiced in Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism 
involve individuals that are participating in their own healing and inducing a trance 
experience in which visions and purging are the objects of a personal healing 
“journey”. Indicating a kind of instrumental rationality, the wisdom that drinkers 
receive from their own visions is articulated during sharing-round rites in which it 
constitutes speech acts that are distinctly ethical and that are typically directed 
towards the remedying of different types of personal behaviour and social relations. 
Divination practices across the globe typically involve a diviner that is equipped with 
skills to mine non-ordinary domains of experience, cosmology, and rationality for a 
client (Young 1982; Worsley 1982). In the case of ayahuasca in Australia, the diviner 
is also the client. The types of divination practiced may involve drinkers gaining 
knowledge from personal visions of the future of themselves, society, or planet earth, 
and the divination practices typically include receiving knowledge on how to better 
one’s own life. Divining, in this context, may also include gaining visions of forgotten 
or lost experiences of the past that shadow the present in ways deemed unconscious to 
the drinker but conscious to ayahuasca spirits or the drinker during the heights of 
ecstatic trance. 
 
Despite at times being referred to as ineffable by ritual attendees, the ayahuasca 
trance is often subject to long and complex attempts at descriptions and representation 
among drinkers. These descriptions include the classical psychedelic gamut of 
transcorporeality and themes of feeling a heightened aesthetic sensibility, amplified 
emotionality, and profound mental and sensory acuity or disarray. Otherworldly 
beauty, unfathomable grotesqueness, expansive tranquillity, enhanced conceptual 
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abilities, inescapable terror and suffering, absolute bliss and love, and the 
remembering or re-feeling of lost spectrums of embodiment, are common to 
descriptions of ayahuasca trance in Australia. The qualitative force of ayahuasca 
transcorporeality, and the constant attempt of ritual attendees to discursively 
communicate its significance, appear to hint at the therapeutic allure of the practice. 
 
Integration and everyday life 
Practices of “integrating” or “downloading”, “anchoring”, and “grounding” ayahuasca 
visions and healing into everyday life represents a central ideal of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism. Acts of “integrating” ayahuasca wisdom and healing into daily life 
are diverse but drinkers typically describe the process as “organic”, “natural”, and 
“intuitive”. For instance, Kate, a regular ayahuasca drinker explained to me: 
 
the teachings are countless and endless. They happen all the time, 
including when you least expect it. You might be working down the 
street thinking about something else and a journey from six months 
ago drops into your head. 
 
Similarly, Peter, a regular drinker explained to me, in relation to his practice of 
integrating visions, “I can’t contain my journeys as they are like a book unfolding in 
front of me” (G,17). A practice of experiencing daily life in-light of, or in relation to, 
ayahuasca ecstatic “journeys” represents a central aspect of the practice of 
“integration”. Ritual specialists may warn that if someone is not practicing 
“integration” then they will most likely not receive lasting healing and then ayahuasca 
spirits will recognise that the drinker is not integrating the insights and she (Mother 
Ayahuasca) will only then provide superficial ecstatic experiences to the drinker. For 
example, the ritual specialist Daksha explained to me:  
 
Unless you are integrating it into your daily life it is as worthless as a 
dream. But if you take what you have learnt from the medicine and 
start to apply it daily into your life, whatever it is, it could be a 
simple thing like learn how to manage your own anger, and stay on 
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the program with that. The mother [ayahuasca] notices, she knows, 
because you are dealing with a divine intelligence, and she will give 
you more and more beautiful energy to work with. But if you’re not 
[integrating] all you will get is some fractals and nice colours and 
nice feelings. And she will go pffft come back when you are 
serious... it’s about anchoring visions. I just see the sessions as a 
microcosm for life. It’s school. You go there to get the insights then 
the real work starts after the session when you are doing daily life. 
People forget that, they think, “Oh we are going in to session to do 
the work and now I am just going back to my ordinary job”. No it’s 
the other way around. That’s the school, this is the real job, to 
integrate it into life.  
 
Drinkers also explain that the period of several days after ceremony is particularly 
significant with regard to processes of “integrating” the trance experiences. These 
days, or in the period shortly after ceremonies, they explain, may be more challenging 
given that ordinary life is perceived with greater difference in periods closer to an 
ayahuasca retreat.  
 
I argue that the reception of sacred wisdom in the form of ayahuasca visions, or the 
purging-out of afflictive conditions during ceremonies, may be conceptualised as 
parts of a general technology of the self that relates closely with the drinkers’ 
everyday lives outside ceremony retreats. I was surprised to discover during fieldwork 
that many of the articulations of wisdom that drinkers describe receiving from 
ayahuasca visions, or articulations of spiritual purification from ayahuasca purging, 
included re-evaluations and re-articulations of social obligation-relations to 
significant others who were not present at the retreat or who did not even know that 
the person drinks ayahuasca. In many cases, drinkers describe forms of wisdom and 
healing that concern domains internal to family, friend, and workplace relations, yet 
the people in these domains — that the practice of self-healing objectifies — are 
unaware that their family member, friend, or work colleague drinks ayahuasca. This is 
particularly important in understanding the social structure of ayahuasca healing 
given how the practice of narrating accounts of trance is held to be central to 
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“integrating” and achieving healing. The abundance of narrative accounts of healing 
that include exegetical content about people that will not become aware of the 
narratives indicates a particular social dynamic of the relationship between ayahuasca 
ecstatic trance and everyday life.  
 
The relationship between an individual’s ayahuasca neoshamanic practice and 
everyday life may be further illustrated by examining the different degrees of 
belongingness among ayahuasca drinkers with regard to their relationship to 
ayahuasca retreats as a “community”. Examining all the questionnaire and interview 
material I accumulated, the average frequency in which my informants consumed 
ayahuasca is four times per year. Many participants I spoke with or interviewed do 
not socialise much, or in some cases at all, with fellow ayahuasca drinkers during 
periods outside of weekend retreats. For example, Robert, a regular drinker explained 
to me. 
 
It isn’t a big part of my time to hang with the others who travel 
[drink ayahuasca]. I get on with my life and not want to hang with 
the crew all the time and explain away my journey. Although once I 
get chatting I often can’t shut up. Not that that's all we talk about. 
We are all from different backgrounds. I am in my fifties and while 
there’s a couple of others around that age several are a lot younger... 
We have less in common… We do it, chat, and all get along well but 
don’t hang in the same crowds. (O,16) 
 
Belinda, a regular drinker explained to me, “It [drinking ayahuasca] is about 
perspective gaining, to be able to see my life from the outside as though I am not 
living in it but observing it” (J,13). Similarly, Brad, a regular drinker, explained: 
 
the aya community has expanded my social circle but in many ways 
it has healed my relationships with existing friends and family by 
removing fear and judgment. (O,60) 
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The practice of weekend retreats appears to represent a powerful liminal zone of 
social life in which drinkers temporarily exit an everyday milieu of social relations, 
enter ecstatic sensory and bodily states, construct narratives about the experiences 
(narrative that include themes of everyday life), and return home to “integrate” the 
experiences. There are also ayahuasca drinkers that identify with other ayahuasca 
drinkers as their primary social relations, friends, lovers, work colleagues, and family 
members. I do not wish to homogenise the practice as an ascetic, individualist practice 
in which a lone soul enters the “woods” or nature with strangers to heal his or her 
relationships with people and places outside the woods. However, many of the people 
I came across and interviewed appear to practice a kind of individualist social 
asceticism with regard to ayahuasca healing and everyday life.  
 
The practice of “integrating” ayahuasca ecstatic experiences into everyday life is 
partially constituted by ecstatic experiences that involve drinkers summoning aspects 
of everyday life in the “intentions for the journey” statements that the drinker 
articulates to the group moments before drinking ayahuasca. Furthermore, the wisdom 
and healing that “comes through” personal ecstatic experiences and that is articulated 
in the sharing-round rites is commonly constituted by references to people from the 
drinkers’ everyday life who are not ayahuasca drinkers, who do not know the person 
drinks ayahuasca, and who, therefore, are not familiar with the understanding of the 
healing significance of narrating ecstatic trance-experiences. Drinkers return home 
with narratives that remain in their private repertoire of how to understand and 
“navigate” everyday life.  
 
The reasons that drinkers explain for why they tend to keep their ayahuasca practice 
private from non-ayahuasca-drinkers are typically (1) because it is a “sacred, private 
thing” and “journeys are personal”, and (2) because of fears surrounding the illegality 
of the practice and also given perceptions in broader Australian society that ayahuasca 
is a “recreational drug” that may cause “brain damage” and other pathological 
conditions. These perceptions appear to be relatively pervasive across Australian 
society and have been televised and transmitted from the moral authority of doctors 
speaking on Australia’s most popular free-to-air television news program, Channel 7 
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News.8 In August of 2012, the program aired a five-minute story with sensational 
language on apparent health dangers and the illegality of ayahuasca and psychedelic 
substances. The story begins, “Sydney medical experts are warning of possible brain-
damage from hallucinogenic plants apparently used by South American medicine 
men… ayahuasca… is being used in secretive ceremonies across Australia”. The 
NSW Attorney-General Greg Smith stated on the news program, “we are concerned 
with stamping them out as much as possible, restricting their use, and further growth”. 
Despite the large amount of scientific evidence demonstrating the non-toxic 
biological action of ayahuasca (dos Santos 2013), and growing research indicating 
psychological benefits of consuming ayahuasca (Bouso 2012), in the Channel 7 News 
story, Dr. Gorian Fulde of St. Vincent Hospital in Sydney explained that with 
“hallucinogens you’ve surrender control of your brain and may also be leading to 
permanent brain damage”. The highly moralised story aired by the popular Australia 
media appears to reflect and inform the types of perceptions and concerns that 
ayahuasca drinkers may receive from non-ayahuasca-drinkers in Australia. For 
example, one drinker explained to me: 
 
None of my family knows of my involvement with aya. I only 
discuss it with those I know are involved in it or have an interest. 
There is an unfair legal and social stigma about mind-altering 
substances and ignorant people have misconceptions so it is only 
wise to share with someone who will not misunderstand, who is not 
brainwashed by the official bullshit about these things (P,23) 
 
Similarly, Kate, a regular ayahuasca drinker, was explaining to me the people that 
have “dropped-in” or appeared in her ayahuasca visions recently, and referred to 
concerns about whom she discusses her ayahuasca practice to.  
 
I am a graphic designer and once I had my boss drop-in during a 
ceremony, sitting there on some kind of astral level. She was 
thinking “What’s going on here Kate, what are you doing here?” 
                                                
8 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ai01DFP5q3Y (accessed May 2014) 
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[she laughs]. She seemed very curious and it almost made me think 
to tell her about it, but I didn’t. I work in a government job. I want to 
bring it up with her, but I can’t. It’s too risky.  
 
While narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance in sharing-round circles in Australia 
typically involve accounts of healing and wisdom that have import for the 
individual’s relation with non-ayahuasca-drinkers — including work colleagues, 
family members, and friends (as outlined in chapter 4) — the “healing effect” of 
“grounding”, “downloading”, and “integrating” the trance experience into daily life 
through narration is commonly practiced in secrecy from non-ayahuasca-drinkers due 
to, drinkers explain, the spiritual nature of ayahuasca and the dangers and fears related 
to drug prohibition and stigmatisation. 
 
Expressive individualism 
The practice of narrating ayahuasca trance and healing experiences at weekend 
retreats is a public or shared act that privileges the individual in various ways. 
Examining the ritual practice of trance ceremonies and sharing-round narrative-
making ceremonies, I argue that an emphasis on introspection in ceremonies and on 
expressive individual autonomy in sharing-round circles firmly situates the practice of 
ayahuasca neoshamanism in the moral purview of modern society as outlined by 
Charles Taylor (1989). Undertaking a study of historical Western thought, Taylor 
(1989:362,11) describes various qualities and characteristics of modern Western 
identity and argues that the institutional and culturally implicit rights of the individual 
to seek fulfilment and virtue according to his or her “inner voice” and “subjective 
right” marks the birth of the modern self. “The inner voice of my true sentiments 
defines what is the good” (Taylor 1989:362), and a moral imperative emerges in 
which individuals embrace their own lives as the source of creating the values by 
which they live and, in parallel, respect this imperative as universal.  
 
The ritual practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia appears to be 
characterised by modes of individualism that relate in various creative ways to the 
modern ethos outlined by Taylor. Firstly, the darkness and the limits on social 
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interaction in ceremonies encourage a kind of introspection and private disclosure or 
inner voice in which the individual’s horizons of significance emerge in visions and 
are cleansed through purging. These social restrictions are not enforced as 
authoritarian guidelines but are framed mutually among participants in terms of 
respect for one another’s “ayahuasca journeys”. Rak Razam, a popular Australian 
ayahuasca spokesperson, explains: 
 
When you are surrounded by a group of fellow ayahuasca drinkers in 
ceremony their energies overlap your own… You need to reel in 
your own psychic energy. Contain it within yourself, not 
contaminate it with others’ energies no matter how good-natured. 
(Razam & Parish 2013) 
 
The right of the individual to pursue his or her journey free from the good-nature of 
others, and to respect this pursuit in others, appears to be informed by what I refer to 
as enchanted ideologies of individualism that are, as explored in more detail below, 
embodied in the sensory order and social character of ritual convention. Secondly, 
revelation is not mediated by ritual specialists but is relativised by a kind of socially 
liberal and egalitarian orientation. Ritual specialists are termed “facilitators” because 
they typically do not heal or teach per se but hold-space for individuals to 
autonomously surrender to or explore the psychic healing properties and enigmatic 
vistas of the spirit of ayahuasca. This individualisation is accompanied by a 
multiplicity of perspectives and truths informed by the drinkers inner visions and 
these perspectives tend to be couched in a relativist frame in which “my truth” may be 
different to “his truth” or “her truth” yet considered to be equally authentic. Finally, 
the individual maintains authority over the truth and significance of his or her 
“journeys” in a variety of ways. In sharing-round circles communication is limited to 
individualised orations or public speech acts and that maintains an immediate social 
structure that works to sanction the ayahuasca drinker as arbiter of his or her own 
inner universe.  
 
This individualised authority is further legitimatised or reinforced on the level of 
cosmology. The form of ecstatic discourse in sharing-round rituals and in general 
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discussions of ayahuasca trance is characterised by a radical pluralism that 
accommodates highly individualised projects of revelation and healing. Ayahuasca 
“interfaces with your own personal symbology”, Daksha, the ritual specialist explains, 
and narrative accounts of ayahuasca neoshamanic trance may include: gods from 
various deity pantheons, forms of neoanimism, scientific discourse and technological 
imagery, extra-terrestrials, film content, and kinds of psychologised Cartesianism in 
which the contents of visions are perceived as symbols of the psyche. Daksha echoes 
and welcomes this diversity and individualism by explaining that, “she [ayahuasca] 
said whatever you want to believe… is your business”. ‘Condemned to be free’ 
(Sartre 1973), the modern ayahuasca drinker is subject to a lack of strict beliefs or 
religious precepts. Spiritual authority exists yet everything is permitted — to import 
Dostoevsky (1990) — and the presence of a radical pluralism of visions produces 
hyper degrees of choice in which creative responsibility is forced upon the ayahuasca 
drinker. The metaphysics of this cosmology are further unpacked in chapter 4 in terms 
of notions of relativism and ecstatic trance. 
 
The individual enters a private inner world, excited by ayahuasca, darkness, a lack of 
ritual interaction, and the creative pressures of a potentially pluralistic visionary 
world, so that he or she may heal and learn and then autonomously construct meaning 
about the healing and learning. The practice of exploring an “inner voice” and 
personalised spiritual universe is respected as good and as producing visions of the 
good. Both ritual form and content become sites of this modernity as the individual is 
given access to and authority over the meaning of his or her inner cosmological 
wellspring. In the context of ayahuasca neoshamanism, varied projects of religion 
emerge out of the shadows to be put on display in sharing-round circles.  
 
During the post-ceremony sharing-round rituals, narrative accounts of trance are 
socially instituted as public speech acts. Dialogue is typically prohibited and social 
interaction is limited in this ritual to the extent that the individual speaks to the group 
and to the spirit of ayahuasca to be met only by subtle nonverbal forms of 
communication such as smiling or nodding. Thus, in this context, individuals 
maintain a level of personal autonomy in comprehending and explaining their own 
trances. Sharing-round rituals are unique to ayahuasca neoshamanism circles and 
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represent a culturally specific way in which drinkers socially relate to the meaning of 
ayahuasca trance. The global ayahuasca religions that emerged from Brazil (Santo 
Daime and UDV) do not include formalised rituals in which participants describe 
ayahuasca healings and revelations. Ayahuasca trance in these contexts is approached 
as being more private and social pressure to share accounts of trance may be 
recognised as impolite or inappropriate (Labate pers. com. 2014). Furthermore, 
Rubenstein (2012:39-40) discusses the centrality of “plant-granted [ayahuasca] 
visions” in Shuar (indigenous Amazonian) social practice and the unwillingness of the 
Shuar to talk about the contents of visions. The Shuar consider ayahuasca trance, 
Rubenstein notes (2012), as private and ‘ineffable’ and in ways that produce a kind of 
‘power of secrecy’ that permeates social discourse about it. This juxtaposition of 
Australian ayahuasca spirituality to Brazilian ayahuasca religions and Shuar 
indigenous approaches highlights the importance that ayahuasca spirituality in 
Australia places on the individual to orate his or her ayahuasca revelations in public 
— representing an expressive form of individualism.  
 
The darkness and the prohibitions on interaction during ayahuasca neoshamanism 
rituals encourage an extracorporeal practice that is focused on maximising 
personalised and private inner experiences of the ritual attendees. Ayahuasca 
neoshamanism ceremonies, sharing-round circles, and the personal, individual 
narratives that emerge from them, promote individualised authority over the practice 
and meaning of revelation and purging. The pluralistic visions that emerge among 
drinkers, and that are made public in sharing-round circles, are all united at the level 
in which they foreground, privilege and reinforce the ideological right of the 
individual to determine his or her ayahuasca journey, and the meaning of the ecstatic 
experiences. Sensory and social prohibitions structure ayahuasca neoshamanism 
ceremonies in ways that bring the universe to the individual, and subsequent sharing-
round circles are subject to discursive styles and precepts that allow and encourage a 
wide diversity of revelatory themes to emerge. These conditions provide the 
framework for a certain kind of “similarity in difference” (Robbins 1994), or a unity 
in diversity, among ayahuasca drinkers. Cosmological and interpretive difference is 
respected and becomes the currency of unity as it pivots on subjective rights in what I 
label kaleidoscopic individualism. 
67 
 
 
The focus on autonomy and self-responsibility resonates with the “porous pluralism 
of late modernity” (Hefner 1998:83) insofar as religious authority becomes 
fragmented and explicitly imparted to ayahuasca drinkers. In accordance with 
Hefner’s claim that the “most successful [global] religious configurations” are “not a 
reaction against but a response to the modern world [in ways that] thrive by drawing 
themselves down into mass society and away from exclusive elites” (Hefner 1998:8), 
the ideological form of ayahuasca neoshamanism situates the practice firmly in the 
modern marketplace. Ayahuasca neoshamanism would not have become such a 
successful social phenomenon, I suggest, if it had not accommodated and creatively 
responded to market forces and the ideological peculiarities of Western notions of the 
individual. The contemporary insecurities of new religious movements being “cults” 
are overcome, or offset, by these codes of individualism that largely deny rigid social 
hierarchies.  
 
The power of ayahuasca neoshamanism rituals involves a psychoactive-induced type 
of sublime experience that is formally imbued with ideological enchantments of 
individualism: “Reel in your own psychic energy. Contain it within yourself” and 
believe “whatever you want to believe” (Razam & Parish 2013). This ritual focus on 
autonomy and responsibility is accompanied by a certain kind of emotional and 
intrapsychic poise among ayahuasca drinkers. Edmund Leach’s (1958:147) 
suggestion that the essence of public symbolic behaviour is communication helps to 
elucidate this dimension of the practice. Sharing-round rituals, and the narratives of 
ayahuasca trance that emerge therein, are characterised by a one-way flow of 
communication that involves emotionally potent speech acts. Reflecting upon his 
trance, the ayahuasca drinker “downloads” and “integrates” ecstatic revelations into 
the form of public statements that include expressions of heightened wellbeing, 
assurance, resilience, tranquillity, enthusiasm, humour, and courage, all of which tend 
to be embedded in narratives about personal and social life. Ayahuasca revelations 
provide a source of moral empowerment and evaluative judgment — as examined in 
chapter 5 — that are expressed in public oral performances. The socially instituted 
means by which these narrative accounts emerge (i.e. the ritual and discursive 
prohibitions noted above) define the individual as self-authorising. Thus the sharing-
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round rituals of ecstatically-inspired, emotional speech acts mark a kind of spiritual 
training or enculturation in which the modern subject works to achieve the reflexive 
poise of his/her broader social environment. The self and its powers of cosmological 
authority are established in formalised public performances. Following Jane 
Atkinson’s (1992:323) lead that anthropology has an unsettled relationship to the New 
Age, due to the discipline’s own familiarity with romantic tropes, I am entering risky 
territory by exploring a somewhat taboo ethnographic site and using the romantic 
metaphor “kaleidoscopic” to describe social structures of ayahuasca neoshamanism. 
But the imagery seems to fit the bill. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Through an analysis of the structure and practice of drinking ayahuasca in 
neoshamanic ceremonies in Australia, this chapter has attempted to demonstrate that 
the conventions that govern the ceremonies privilege the individual as the ultimate 
arbitrator and authority over his or her spiritual truths and ecstatic experiences. The 
structure of ayahuasca ceremonies and the structure of the sharing-round ritual, place 
an emphasis on the individual to personally “journey” and to construct their own 
narratives about the journeys. The described power of narratives to “ground”, 
“anchor”, and “download” the trance visions and healing into daily life is often 
limited to social activities with other ayahuasca drinkers. The practice of “integrating” 
ayahuasca trance experiences involves drinkers working to individually transform 
everyday conduct related to social spheres with people that may not be aware that 
their family member, friend, or work colleague, is drinking ayahuasca. This involves 
a particular social structure with regard to the “placement and position” (Firth 1954:9) 
of ayahuasca drinkers to non-ayahuasca drinkers; in which the healing that drinkers 
articulate includes definitions of social-obligations that remain private from the 
people and social spheres that the obligations are aimed at. The conventions of 
holding-space, and the secrecy or privatising of visions from non-ayahuasca drinkers, 
appear to define a form of social organisation reminiscent of the “possessive 
individualism” (Macpherson 1962:3) of capitalist modernity, which I will now 
attempt to demonstrate. 
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The visions or exegetical themes of narrative accounts of trance — what I term the 
”objects” of trance — include drinkers redefining social-obligation relations and this 
act is based upon forms of divination practiced and codified by the individual. In 
(re)constituting social-obligations during acts of narrating personal ayahuasca trance 
experiences, the individual is “proprietor of his personal capacities… [and free] from 
dependence on the wills of others” (Macpherson 1962:3) with regard to defining 
social obligation. This will become clearer during chapter 4 on the topic of narrative 
and everyday ethics, but it is introduced here to highlight how the structure of the 
rituals privilege and encourage the individual (in defining what is good, true, and 
healthy). The individual is the proprietor of his or her ecstatic revelation and is free 
from the will and logic of others in codifying or making-meaning about his or her 
trance experience. The expressive individualism of the sharing-round ritual represents 
an aspect of the possessive individualism of ayahuasca neoshamanism. 
 
The fact that the contents of trance that drinkers articulate in sharing-round circles, 
and informally with each other outside retreats, often includes re-evaluations and 
reconstitutions of ethical issues and social relations that exist beyond the ceremony, 
indicates that the retreats are sites of everyday liminality. While the structures of the 
ceremonies and sharing-round rites, and the geographical positioning of the retreats, 
involve what might be termed a kind of modern individualist liminal zone — in which 
drinkers elect to briefly step outside of everyday life and “society” in an attempt to 
heal and reorder everyday life — the contents of trance experiences, and the 
techniques of sensory experience of trance, include forms of relational personhood in 
which drinkers may literally see, feel, smell, interact and merge with significant 
others, nature, and the universe, in visions. A key question that emerges here then, is, 
in what ways do these relational modes of personhood relate to the individualistic 
production of social-obligations that are born from them? However, before beginning 
to try answer this question, the next chapter investigates the trance techniques by 
which these relational modes of personhood are achieved. 
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Chapter 3. Techniques of trance  
 
This chapter explores key techniques of the senses and the body that Australian 
ayahuasca ritual specialists and ritual attendees employ or undergo during ayahuasca 
ceremonies. While the chapter is divided into two sections — the senses and the body 
— the division is, in some regards, artificial given that these two dimensions may 
conflate in drinkers’ descriptions of ayahuasca trance. Descriptions of trance include 
the experiencing of lucid surges of light, energy, and synaesthesia that may combine 
or interact with uncontrollable acts of vomiting. The combination destabilises clear 
analytical distinctions of mind and body typical of much modern thought with modes 
of experience that are geared towards the gaining of types of “healing” and “wisdom”. 
The process of ayahuasca ecstatic trance is guided by ritual music that includes song 
lyrics with allusions to synaesthesia and poetic syntheses of mind and body. The 
lyrical content of ritual music reflects the sensory experiences of trance routinely 
described by drinkers and, I argue, represents a type of technique transmission in 
which sensory forms are codified with particular notions of healing and wisdom. 
While chapters 4 and 5 explore participant narrative accounts of trance and 
metaphysics in detail, this chapter demonstrates that the basic terms that drinkers 
employ to describe ayahuasca healing and wisdom are primarily sensory and 
embodied terms which are distinctly relational and social in their character. The social 
space and social language in which healing is achieved is analysed and shown to 
produce types of relational personhood and sociality that are invested with sensory 
and embodied forms of trance experience.  
 
The senses 
Ayahuasca trance visions  
The typically ingredients of ayahuasca brews that are drunk outside the Amazon 
jungle in Australia, Europe, North America and elsewhere, and in the tourist circuits 
of Peru, Ecuador, Columbia, and Brazil, include psychoactive chemicals that are 
known to work synergistically to create in drinkers a profound altered experience in 
which vision tends to take primacy over other sensory faculties. The visionary 
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dimensions of ayahuasca trance have been an important site of investigation for 
anthropologists studying indigenous Amazonian ayahuasca use (Riechel-Dolmatoff 
1997; Harner 1973; Langdon 1979; Rubenstein 2012; Labate & Cavnar 2014) and for 
anthropologists, psychologists, and other researchers investigating ayahuasca use in 
non-indigenous, urban, and global cosmopolitan contexts (Naranjo 1973; Shanon 
2002a; Metzner 2005; Labate & MacRae 2010; Labate & Cavnar 2014). A good deal 
of anthropology has demonstrated the cultural specificity of the contents of ayahuasca 
visions in indigenous Amazonian contexts (Riechel-Dolmatoff 1997; Harner 1973; 
Langdon 1979; Rubenstein 2012), and some research has attempted to find universal 
and structural dimensions of the content of visions (Naranjo 1973; Narby 1998; 
Shanon 2002a). Regardless of the debate of cultural relativism and universalism of 
ayahuasca visions — and the answers are most probably both and neither — visions 
appear to be the main currency of ayahuasca trance with regard to the various sensory 
qualia of the experience.  
 
Drawing on an abundance of phenomenological accounts of drinking ayahuasca and a 
wide consideration of literature on ayahuasca visions, cognitive psychologist Benny 
Shanon proposed a “structural typology” of “ayahuasca visions” (2002b). He notes 
five aspects of ayahuasca visualisation — “visions without semantic content”, 
“primitive figurative elements”, “images”, “scenes”, and “visions of light” (Shanon 
2002b:24). Without fully adopting his structural findings or going into detail, the 
typology is presented here as a broad overview of the structures of the visual 
experiences that ayahuasca drinkers may experience. Shanon concludes his article 
with a general description of the aesthetic qualia of ayahuasca visions, stating that 
they are: 
 
Exceedingly beautiful. The universal feeling that drinkers of the 
brew have is that the beauty revealed in the visions surpasses any 
thing seen, dreamt or imagined. The colourings of the geometrical 
designs can be richer than any perceived in the physical world, the 
palaces and artistic objects appearing in the visions (often, 
constructed or made out of gold, crystal and precious stones) are 
sheer marvels, celestial and heavenly scenes are wondrously 
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sublime, and what I referred to as supreme light may shine as 
strongly as the sun. (Shanon 2002b:28) 
 
The otherworldly and profound aesthetics of ayahuasca visions undoubtedly provides 
certain forms of substance to the states of wellbeing that Australian ayahuasca 
drinkers describe. While Shanon is well aware of the heightened grotesque, 
distressing, and horrific visions that may confront an individual during an ayahuasca 
trance (2002a), he omits these qualia from his general description of ayahuasca 
visions above, seemingly codifying the beautiful and “heavenly” as significant to the 
point of silencing other qualia.  
 
Various anthropologists and psychologists and others have described personal 
subjective accounts of ayahuasca trance that include descriptions of horrific, 
distressing, and grotesque qualia of visions (Harner 1980, Descola 1996, Taussig 
1987, Shanon 2002a) and these qualitative trance dimensions play an important role 
in conceptions and techniques of healing and wisdom in Australian ayahuasca 
practice—as discussed below.  
 
The earliest subjective account of ayahuasca trance by a European person to enter the 
literature was penned in 1858 by the Ecuadorian geographer and botanist Manuel 
Villavicencio. His account is worth transcribing in length given how it illustrates a 
wide range of subjective qualia of ayahuasca trance. 
 
This beverage is narcotic, as one might suppose, and in a few 
moments begins to produce the most rare phenomena. Its action 
appears to excite the nervous system; all the senses begin to liven up 
and all faculties awaken; they feel vertigo and spinning in the head, 
followed by a sensation of being lifted into the air and beginning and 
aerial journey; the possessed begins in the first moments to see the 
most delicious apparitions, in conformity with his ideas and 
knowledge; The savages say they see gorgeous lakes, forests covered 
with fruits, the prettiest birds who communicate to them the nicest 
and most favorable things they want to hear, and other beautiful 
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things related to their savage life. When this instant passes they 
begin to see terrible horrors out to devour them, their first flight 
ceases and they descend to earth to combat the terrors who 
communicate to them all adversities and misfortunes... As for myself 
I can say for a fact that when I’ve taken ayahuasca I’ve experienced 
dizziness, then an aerial journey in which I recall perceiving the 
most gorgeous views, great cities, lofty towers, beautiful parks, and 
other extremely attractive objects; then I imagined myself to be 
alone in a forest and assaulted by a number of terrible beings from 
which I defended myself; thereafter I had the strong sensation of 
sleep. (Harner 1973) 
 
Despite seemingly omitting the “dark”, distressing and grotesque qualia of ayahuasca 
visions in his conclusions above, Shanon’s five-part structural typology of ayahuasca 
visions crudely accommodates the participant accounts of ayahuasca trance I recorded 
in Australia. In the Australian context, it appears that drinkers emphasis the final 
categories, “image”, “scenes”, and “visions of light” with regard to the potency of the 
trance-experiences to healing and wisdom. The Australian ayahuasca ritual specialist 
Daksha communicates the emphasis on visions, images, and scenes — and their 
healing and epistemological value — while describing the contours of ayahuasca 
trance-experiences. 
 
Most people if it’s a good strong brew will experience visions. 
Although I have noticed that some people are more kinaesthetic or 
more auditory or just feel energies… others may have deep insights 
but no visions… but generally you’ll have visions. With this 
visionary content there is a lot of download of personal information. 
It can be very illuminating and educational in many respects, 
because ayahuasca can operate in many modalities. She can rather be 
a healer or a teacher or she can open you up into intimate knowledge 
of all of the realms of Gaia, like the telluric, the mineral world, the 
plant world or the animal world, insect world. You can travel into 
those worlds.... You learn about yourself and your environment.  
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Experiencing visions is typically described by Australian ayahuasca drinkers as being 
central to the practice of drinking ayahuasca. Drinkers may express disappointment if 
they do not experience visions during the trance, and ritual specialists may criticise 
other ritual specialists by stating that their ayahuasca does not produce visions or, in 
some cases, that it produces pathological visions. While drinkers describe changes to 
the experience of sight, sound, smell, touch, proprioception, interoception, 
temperature, and various other sensory modes, the trance-experiences are typically 
sensorially codified as a whole with an emphasis on sight. Drinkers refer to each other 
as “vision seekers”, and the practice of articulating personal ayahuasca “visions” 
represents a central element of Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism. 
 
Visions, vibrations, and the self 
The foundation of vision — light — emerges in dynamic illuminating patterns and 
forms during ayahuasca trance-experiences. The association of light with religious 
illumination, truth, and moral wisdom has a long and complex history in various 
religious and spiritual practices and beliefs, and such associations, in the context of 
Australian ayahuasca practice, become accessible and embodied in the form of a 
radical sensory participation. In Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism, the “qualisign” 
(Munn 1986:74; Keane 2003) of ecstatic sensory modes of experiencing “light” 
indexes particular semiotics of healing and wisdom. In narrative accounts of 
ayahuasca trance in Australia, ecstatic “light” may represent a metaphor of healing 
and sacred wisdom or illumination and also a tangible vector of wellbeing and moral 
empowerment. Central processes of healing and wellbeing that Australian ayahuasca 
drinkers describe in relation to their ayahuasca practice include experiences of 
perceiving, feeling, and embodying light or photonic sensations that dominate the 
sensorium and that may blur with or inform other senses, generating dynamic forms 
of synesthesia. In the following five accounts, drinkers describe the spirit of 
ayahuasca, “Mother Ayahuasca”, and modes of experiencing light during ayahuasca 
trance. The accounts illustrate relationships between sensory experiences and 
processes of self-healing or self-cultivation. 
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Sarah: In brief I have found my teacher, the mother and the key to 
everything I need to know through a symbiotic relationship with the 
spirit of the plants. Through this relationship I have been shown who 
and what I really am and how to navigate through this matrix of light 
and darkness… The visions and journeys are significant in that they 
are a direct feedback system with life and access key to the nature of 
nature. (G,52) 
 
Jane: She [ayahuasca] is a female spirit, ancient, wise, loving, fearful 
and powerful. I have heard her voice in my heart, felt her working on 
releasing or guiding me and have seen her form as a sinuous wave of 
light moving through my visions. (I,38) 
 
Matt: Aya shows me other dimensions and the celestial worlds, and 
every time I observe these places my whole being vibrates at a much 
higher frequency and the light in my being lights up. What a 
tremendous privilege to experience this. (J,43) 
 
Rachael: She shows me my weaknesses and mistakes and how to 
change them. Shows me the importance of people, places, and 
moments in my life. It shines light on things that I need to appreciate 
more. (K,55) 
 
Monica: Ayahuasca shows us the full spectrum of living. She 
encourages us to look at the darkness, for within it is the light. And 
often after being brave enough to face the darkness, in releasing 
certain memories, energy, fears, we naturally find a blissful state. 
Healing requires both ends of the spectrum and aya is very much 
about healing, and seeing the truth. (H,7) 
 
The practice of Australian ayahuasca healing exists within certain modes of sensory 
experience, and in particular, to qualities of vision and light. Drinkers may describe 
and articulate different codifications of ways in which light and darkness is healing 
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and existentially pedagogical, yet the formula tends to remain the same. Light is 
associated with states of wellbeing, clarity, and the good, while darkness may be 
associated with sickness, delusion, wisdom, and various other afflictive qualities.  
 
In Australia, ayahuasca drinkers describe that they “raise” their “vibrations” and 
“frequencies” while experiencing ayahuasca visions and ecstatic light, and the notions 
of vibration and frequency signify levels and processes of healing and cultivating the 
self. Concomitantly, the notions also refer to synesthetic content of ayahuasca trance-
experiences in which all the senses are said to subtly vibrate and resonate. The types 
of visions of ayahuasca trance-experience that a person will see, drinkers explain, 
resonate with the “vibrations” and “frequencies” of the self of the person experiencing 
the visions. Grotesque, haunting, or afflictive visionary content are described as 
emerging in consonance with the “vibratory signature” of aspects of the self that are 
in need of healing, purging, or learning from. Human and material or everyday forms 
of consciousness tend to be conceived as “dense” vibrations and as “lower” and more 
unevolved levels of existence in comparison to the “higher” frequencies of being that 
may emerge during ayahuasca visions. “When I drink ayahuasca”, Matt explains, “my 
being vibrates at a much higher frequency and the light in my being lights up” (J,43). 
The notion that the person’s character and temperament “resonates” with the types of 
ayahuasca visions he or she experiences refers not only to how the “vibrational 
signature” of the self produces or attracts certain visions but also to the immediate 
sensory experiences of the trance in which people may experience multi-sensory 
immersion and synesthesic “resonance” with the qualia of visions.  
 
Typically, the contents of trance visions are described as existing in psychic 
dimensions or layers of perception that are deemed typically unavailable to the 
“frequency” of ordinary consciousness. For example, Craig, a regular drinker 
explained that “the energies and entities encountered in [ayahuasca trance] space are 
real, but simply outside most people’s normal range of perceivable frequency range” 
(I,50). During Australian ayahuasca ceremonies, purging and expelling afflictive and 
malevolent visions or spirits, transforming your frequency through psychic techniques 
of thought and emotion, and perceiving and interacting with beautiful vistas and 
benevolent spirits, represent means of cultivating personal character and 
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temperament. The “vibratory signature” said to inform the types of vision that a 
person will have — or the types of spirits they will attract — is also said to inform 
ways of interpreting the world that the person embodies outside trance-experiences. 
“The world is your reflection”, drinkers explain, and, similarly, the title of 
psychologist Benny Shanon’s opus Antipodes of the mind: The phenomenology of the 
ayahuasca experience alludes to ayahuasca trance being a reflection of the interior of 
the mind or psyche of the trance subject.   
 
Drinkers explain that the vibratory signature of the self that is unconsciously 
informing everyday perceptions may become visible and healed during ayahuasca 
visions. The vibratory signature functions, they explain, to covertly attract and repulse 
people and circumstances in daily life. This can be a “good thing” whereby helpful 
synchronicities — including the meeting of new friends or lovers, fruitful 
employment opportunities, and general positive wellbeing — are unconsciously 
orchestrated by heightened states, spirit entities, or frequencies of being. A person’s 
“energetic-” or “vibratory-signature” can also be the source of negativity whereby bad 
luck and afflictive experiences curse the individual. In the latter case, purification and 
ayahuasca purging is sort to remedy the “vibrational imprint” of the individual. For 
example, Sarah, a novice ayahuasca drinker explained to me reasons for why 
ayahuasca visions are at times challenging and difficult or blissful and graceful, 
stating: 
 
We all have good and bad sides but I think the bad side comes up 
when we need to deal with it. So I wouldn’t personally see that as 
bad but as a spiritual cleanse. If you are a dominating person perhaps 
you see that part of yourself through “negative” visions. (H,2) 
 
Difficult and challenging forms of ayahuasca visions are typically codified in terms of 
negative aspects of the self that are in need of purification and transformation. 
Furthermore, the regulation of personal emotional states during trance expereinces is 
linked to a quest of achieving higher vibrations of personhood that have “collective”, 
“resonating” relational attributes. Forms of everyday relational personhood are 
codified with notions of vibrations. “When you are around people of your own 
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vibrational frequency”, popular Australian ayahuasca spokesperson Rak Razam 
explains, “it reinforces your own vibrational frequency and you grow together, as a 
collective” (Razam 2011). The trope of “resonating” or “vibrating” as a “collective” 
represents a composite entity that relates to types of sensory and bodily experiences of 
ayahuasca trance experiences. 
 
The senses and ritual practice 
While the discourse on trance-experiences that drinkers routinely construct suggests 
relational modes of personhood (as explored in detail below and in chapter 4), the 
trance-experiences are couched in ritual conventions that limit or focus social 
interaction in minute detail. Ayahuasca is typically drunk in darkness in Australian 
ceremonies in an attempt to elicit individualised inner visions among participants. 
Furthermore, the sharing-round rituals of articulating these visions involves discursive 
prohibitions (that sanction the individual’s interpretation, explanation, and truth of his 
or her visions) which subsequently feeds back into the content of the individual’s 
future ayahuasca visions.  
 
Despite the darkness in ceremonies and the rules of not talking or interacting with 
other people in the ritual space, the ceremony is nonetheless a social space of sorts. 
Music and complex sensory experiences may bind the individuals to an immediate 
collective experience, and ritual specialists that conduct the events describe “guiding” 
the visions and sensory experiences of the participants through song and other sensory 
cues.  
 
The anthropological classification of sensory modes of ayahuasca trance involves a 
troubling level of complexity given the profound inter-sensory communication, or 
mixing of the senses, that the psychoactive substance occasions. Ayahuasca trance 
experiences may involve dynamic experiences of synaesthesia, as may similar 
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psychoactive materials.9  Yet the brew, as Saéz argues, “permits a broad, synesthetic 
association between visions, music, and verbal creations that is not necessarily 
forthcoming for other psychoactive substances” (2014:xxii), and these types of 
ayahuasca-induced sensory association or mixing may also extend to smell, touch, 
taste, or any other sensory mode. Given the synesthesic quality and potential of 
ayahuasca trance, the terms “dominant sensory mode” or “sensory ratio” (Howes 
1991) appear to fail to fully account for the radical forms in sensory experience that 
ayahuasca visions include.  
 
The synesthesic quality of ayahuasca trance may also represent the site of radical 
types of social experience during rituals. In the Australian context, the often-
uncontrollable act of purging, vomiting, and moaning that ayahuasca may elicit, I 
noticed, may enter the social field of the ceremony on the level of synaesthesia. When 
undergoing forms of purging, the ayahuasca drinker typically experiences a rise in 
psychoactive effects that include emotion dilation, radical auditory and visual 
alterations, along with the saturation of other sensory faculties. The abrupt and 
sometimes loud and ferocious sound of purging fills the ritual space competing with 
the volume of the music and like a sensorial contagion other drinkers may 
uncontrollably imbue the sounds with associated visuals, smells, and feelings, onto 
the “visionary canvas” of the darkness, to then erupt into forms of purging 
themselves. Sensory experience becomes acutely porous to surrounding sounds and 
smells and couples with imaginative properties from which, in this specific case, 
purging begets purging, or, as Daksha the ritual specialist explained to me, “energy 
and spirits jump between drinkers”. The variety of social semantics inscribed into 
these sensory shifts and sensory experiences (Stroeken 2008) tend to revolve around 
conceptions of healing and pathology and represent examples of the dissolving of the 
self as distinct and bounded. Sensory experience may represent an immediate domain 
of social relating in which an economy of pathology and healing is said to circulate 
the group. Furthermore, synaesthesia may also be involved in acts of spiritual 
                                                
9 For anthropological considerations of synesthesia in indigenous ayahuasca practice, 
see Katz & Dobkin de Rios 1971:326; Gebhart-Sayer 1985; Classen 1990; Townsley 
1993; Taussig 1993; Shepard 2004; Saez 2014. 
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enlightenment and the receiving of hidden or esoteric wisdom. Managing synesthesic 
social experiences is typically part of the responsibilities and skills of the ritual 
specialist and this management involves techniques that are grouped under the rubric 
of holding-space. 
 
Ritual specialists are typically measured in competency by each other and ritual 
participants with regard to their abilities to hold-space and these abilities involve 
techniques of managing or producing various types of sensory experience of the 
participants and themselves. A common description of techniques of holding-space 
includes abilities to generate a protective sphere around the ritual space through an 
imaginative and synesthesic practice of singing light-patterns or geometric forms of 
light. The “light-frequencies”, as they are sometimes termed, reportedly protect the 
group from potential negative spiritual exchanges that may emerge between 
participants and between the participants and malevolent spirits or forces. The means 
of holding-space may be codified by ritual specialists with different spiritual 
ontologies, including animistic and what appears to be a more secular and humouralist 
set of beliefs. For example, on the one hand, Daksha explained that he: 
 
Always visualise[s] a golden dome of light. And if you’re not doing 
that then any old trickster spirit can come into that circle and possess 
or incorporate. The spirits have a field day, jump into this person and 
jump into that person. 
 
In contrast, on the other hand, Jim rejects animistic notion of spirits, and explains that 
ayahuasca produces “enhanced sensory input” and that ritual specialists need to know 
how to “use that” to maximise healing and personal development for the participants.  
 
I am not buying into the idea of evil entities jumping into your body 
though I am not denying that that is a real experience for some 
people… if there is no energetic cohesion in the space, if someone 
has an energetic wild-time and there is no one in the space who can 
competently deal with that person… it becomes contagious and 
spreads throughout the group… if I am in a good solid space then 
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that is going to be radiating out to the rest of the room… by 
changing your own energetic signature you can take the group in 
different directions.  
 
Encompassing these animistic and humouralist notions of holding-space are 
descriptions of employing techniques of synaesthesia to manage and protect the group 
by “visualising” or “radiating” energy. Sensory modes of social experience involve 
forms of synaesthesia that are codified by ritual specialists with different spiritual 
ontologies that are nonetheless put to use for the same ends of holding-space. 
 
Techniques of holding-space also represent the means by which ritual specialists 
alledgly manage the sensory shifts and visions of the drinkers. The “energetic 
signature” of the ritual specialist is said to be able to over-power and inform the 
contents of the participants’ visions and thus the participants’ energetic or vibratory 
signatures.  This management of sensory shifts is perhaps most important with regards 
to the potentially contagious qualities of expression within the group trance. 
Managing the uncontrollable expressions that may overtake drinkers during 
ceremonies — which may include not only vomiting but also glossolalia and in some 
extreme cases screaming — is of central importance to the practice of holding-space. 
There are dangers if the “space isn’t held well”, ritual specialists typically explain, 
and holding-space involves abilities of intervening upon, producing, or managing the 
participants sensory experiences through music and song-lyrics, aromatic cues, and 
the spatial organisation of the ritual; three aspects that are explored in depth below.  
 
There are various rationalisations among ritual specialists for why holding-space is 
necessary to the task of conducting ayahuasca ceremonies. Typically, techniques of 
holding-space are described as involving crucial abilities of managing, in some form 
or another, spiritual flows, spirit entities, or spiritual substance in the ritual space and 
the bodies of the participants. This process of managing spiritual dimensions is 
premised on the notion that the individual is drinking ayahuasca to undergo personal 
processes of healing and learning and that these processes are supported by 
techniques of holding-space. This suggests that the sensory dimensions of holding-
space support the logics of ritual individualism noted in the previous chapter. 
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While the following sections are organised into olfaction codes, auditory codes, and 
optical codes, the organisation of these categories by no means neatly demarcates the 
sensory modes of ayahuasca trance given the complex forms inter-sensory 
communication and sensory mixing or synaesthesia that occur. The synesthetic 
dimension is explored throughout the sections.  
Olfactory codes  
Following an opening ritual invocation, Australian ayahuasca ceremonies typically 
begin with ritual specialists circling the group and blowing dense clouds of aromatic 
resins, woods, essential oils, or incense over each individual. The act is understood as 
a process of purification, cleansing, and charging or empowering of the psychic 
faculties of the individual. These same aromas are then burnt or vaporised during the 
heights of ayahuasca trance — which can influence the synesthesic register or the 
visions of the trance — seemingly imbuing the porosity of the individual’s trance with 
the conceptions of purification, clearing, and charging cued in the ritual period shortly 
before drinking ayahuasca. Ritual specialists recognise synesthesic potentials or 
qualities of ayahuasca trance with regard to processes of healing and wellbeing and 
employ aromas and music to assist in these processes. For instance, Daksha explains 
that:  
 
the sense of smell is holographic, it can ignite all the other senses, 
and memory.. I work a lot with aromatherapy, it is very powerful… 
peppermint or camphor is really good for when people are out-of-it. 
But directed sound is the way to go.  
 
The most common ritual aromas used are sage, frankincense, and the Amazonian 
“holy wood” palo santo. Participants will sometimes bring their own small bottles of 
essential aromatic oils and place liquid oil on parts of their own bodies and clothing 
for spiritual purification and protection. Ritual specialists sometimes use agua florida 
(camphor) by placing a small amount of the liquid in the mouth and blowing it over 
the ritual space or, in some cases, over ritual participant’s bodies. Agua florida and 
palo santo are both aromatic substances that are imported from the Amazon region 
and that have been used in mestizo Amazonian ayahuasca use (Luna 1986; Fotiou 
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2012). While the burning and blowing of tobacco is widely used in various forms of 
ayahuasca practice in the Amazon region for spiritual cleansing and protection, this 
practice has been seldom adopted in Australia. Some Australian ritual specialists will 
use tobacco. However, in general, there appears to have been some resistance or 
reluctance to adopt this practice. For example, during early 2012, Daksha’s Peruvian 
teacher Don Julio, travelled from a city in the Amazon jungle to conducted a series of 
ceremonies across parts of Europe and Australia, and during a retreat in Melbourne 
one ritual attendee asked him why he uses tobacco, stating that it causes many health 
problems in Australia. The shaman replied, “Plants are not bad. Humans are bad. We 
create the sickness in how we relate to plants. I only smoke mapacho tobacco grown 
naturally in the jungle and only use it in ceremony because it is a strong spirit to clean 
people’s spirit”. Despite the shaman’s rationalisation of the safety and utility of 
tobacco for ayahuasca ceremonies, Australian’s appear to have largely filtered this 
exchange from their practices due to an association of tobacco use with cancer and 
pathology. During the weekend retreat with Don Julio in Melbourne, a ritual attendee 
complained to me and a group of other ritual attendees about the use of tobacco in 
ayahuasca ceremonies, stating that the smell of tobacco smoke during ayahuasca 
ceremonies makes her feel sick. A ritual attendee responded to her stating that this 
was probably the tobacco spirit recognising that she needed to purge and assisting her 
in this process of healing or purging. The woman did not seem convinced, and the 
conversation illustrates an example of competing codifications of sensory modes of 
olfaction associated with tobacco use in ayahuasca ceremonies in Australia. 
Auditory codes  
Competing codifications and rationalisations of the effects of sensory experience may 
be found in relation to sound and the types and styles of music that ritual specialists 
play during ceremonies. Sometimes drinkers will complain to ritual specialists, after 
ceremonies, about certain songs performed or played during a ceremony. Ritual 
specialists commonly reply to the attendees stating that their resistance to the song is 
a symbol of a underlying pathological resistance and psychic block that ayahuasca is 
attempting to help them pass, overcome, and heal. The sense of inappropriateness of 
the music is rationalised as an opportunity for the drinker to overcome his or her 
pathologies. Conducting music appears to be the most involved task of the ritual 
specialist during ceremonies and accusations that the music is not appropriate may 
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seriously impinge on the specialist’s reputation. Drinkers often begin their narrative 
accounts of trance during the “sharing-round” ritual with articulations of gratitude to 
the ritual specialists for holding-space and playing profound and powerful healing 
music. Ritual specialists regularly describe being told by the spirit of ayahuasca to 
play certain songs at certain times during the ceremony to assist people in processes 
of healing, or they state that they are guided by psychic intuitive abilities. Similarly, 
attendees will report uncanny synchronisations between the emergence and choice of 
a particular song with the visions or trance-contents that he or she was experiencing at 
that time of the song change.  
 
An interplay between sound and vision during ayahuasca trance appears to operate 
more generally with the frequencies, modulations, styles, rhythms and emotional 
content of music. Drinking in total darkness, or near total darkness, the sensorial 
porosity of ayahuasca visions to sound represents a key means by which ritual 
specialist work to guide the inner experiences of the drinkers. This notion of sound as 
a guide is not confined to neoshamanic ayahuasca milieus of Australia but has been 
noted by ethnographers researching indigenous Amazonian uses of ayahuasca, where 
“songs and other auditory cues play an important role in managing the content of 
collective trance” (Shepard 2004:257; see also Townsley 1993; Saéz 2014).  
 
Indigenous ayahuasca shamans reportedly embody various types of synaesthesia 
while conducting rituals. Claims of singing “fragrant songs” or “patterned songs” are 
not uncommon in the ayahuasca complex of South America (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1978, 
Gebhart-Sayer 1985, Classen 1990, Townsley 1993, Beyer 2009, Brabec de Mori 
2012). For Yaminahua shamans, Townsley explains, songs are the paths to the myths 
and the abodes of the spirits, and the Yaminahua term for path, myth, and song is one: 
wai (Townsley 1993). This trope of “path” resonates closely with the Australian 
neoshamanic trope of ayahuasca trance being a “journey”. The journeys that 
Australian ayahuasca drinkers embark on typically involve a complex syncretism or 
diversities of myth that are characteristic of the hybrid beliefs of the drinkers. The 
music of Australian ayahuasca ceremonies accommodates and elicits this diversity by 
including music that reproduces aesthetics and axioms from the World Religions, 
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shamanistic traditions or forms, and various New Age themes. Daksha, the Australian 
ayahuasca ritual specialist, explains this relation between music and inner visions: 
 
the music you play in circle tends to evoke the traditions they 
resonate with. So if you play Bhajan chants you’ll probably see 
Hindu deities. Sound is the pathway into those realms. The astral 
realm is a multilayered tapestry of realities – the upper celestial 
realms, deities, angels, you have the human realm then you have the 
demonic realm, the lower realms or the underworld. Depending on 
the songs, you can direct which way you’re going into those worlds. 
 
A book of 117 songs that were written by Australian ayahuasca ritual specialists for 
singing in ayahuasca ceremonies includes an aesthetic spread that may be divided 
with approximately one quarter of the lyrical content including Eastern religious 
themes (Hinduism; Buddhism), one quarter South American themes (mestizo 
ayahuasca; Santo Daime; and indigenous Amazonian icaros), and one half including 
New Age ayahuasca therapeutic themes (about Mother Ayahuasca; Gaia; and 
healing). Ritual specialists make use of a variety of musical instruments — analogue 
and electronic — in conducting the rituals, including guitars, microphones (with 
amplifiers and quadrophonic speakers), hand drums, rattles, harmoniums, harps, 
chimes, electronic synthesises, computers, and live music software.  
 
The music played at the beginning of rituals tends to be ambient, instrumental music 
that is quiet, soft or gentle, while the participants are silently preparing or waiting for 
the ayahuasca trance to begin. Once the heights of the trance or the psychoactive 
effects are present, ritual specialists tend to follow rhythms of playing dramatic, 
dynamic and loud music and then softer and quieter music over approximately 
twenty-minute sequences. The psychoactive effects of ayahuasca, drinkers explain, 
operates in waves of intensity and the rhythms of the intensity of music are said to 
shape and mirror these waves of the psychoactive effects of ayahuasca. The final 
hours of the ritual typically consist of more gentle music in which participants are 
reflecting on and “integrating” the more dramatic aspects of trance. 
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Optical codes in ritual music 
Throughout the diverse genres of music performed and played in Australian 
ayahuasca ceremonies is lyrical content that includes poetic and synesthesic qualities 
and allusions. Analysing the frequency of terms in the lyrics of the 117 songs noted 
above, the most popular nouns are “love” and “light”. The notion of “light” in the 
songs appears to represent both a metaphor that refers to a process of illuminating 
aspects of the sick psyche and of general hidden knowledge, and, as noted above, 
“light” may refer to the substance, energy, and actual sensory experiences of 
ayahuasca trance. Notions of “light” are sung in song verses that include poetic 
associations in which forms of moral empowerment and healing are foregrounded and 
codified while, at the same time, the drinker experiences profound sensory shifts, 
sensations of light in their bodies and surroundings, and the merging of light-patterns 
or light-forms with sound, touch, and smell, along with other forms of synaesthesia. 
The ritual music and lyrical content, I demonstrate below, represent means of 
technique transmission in which participants internalise and “journey with” particular 
forms of sensory experience that are codified in terms of general notions of healing 
and wisdom.  
 
Key samples of forms of oration performed by ritual specialists in the beginning and 
end of the rituals, and the lyrical content of songs performed during rituals, are now 
introduced. The lyrical and ritual oratory content appears to involve broad and 
flexible conceptions of healing and wisdom that entwine with sensory terms that 
invite an inner or “visionary” participation on behalf of ritual attendees. The flexible 
meanings in the ritual oratory statements and the lyrical content of songs, I argue, are 
part of an individualist semiotics in which ritual specialists do not prescribe or dictate 
healing and moral codes but “facilitate” attendees in participating in processes of 
personal healing and wisdom relative to the drinker’s wishes and proclivities. 
Individualist modes of healing and wisdom are materialised in sensory experiences of 
light and synaesthesia that are elicited and accommodated by ambiguous poetics of 
light that permeate ritual lyrical and oratory content. 
 
Ritual opening evocation   
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We call upon the divine light  
Of love, truth and harmony 
To shine in the places that need healing  
And to guide our way. 
 
Sample of song lyrics 
  
1. 
It only takes a spark 
To set the world alight  
When the fire in your heart  
Is burning, burning bright 
Step into the light 
There’s no need to hide 
Let the pure spirit inside of you  
Always be your guide 
Bright as a star 
Radiant and true 
Let the love light you are  
Come shining, shining through 
Love light, Shine bright, Love light 
The light of love is the love of light 
 
… 
 
2. 
This is the age of prophecy 
Of miracles and telepathy 
The revelation of the mystery  
That I am you and you are me  
I open my heart 
To the language of light 
Receiving with grace 
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The gift of second sight 
Prepare the way for the great rebirth  
The co-creation of heaven on earth 
 
… 
 
3. 
Lord lead me, from the unreal to the real 
Lead me from darkness to the light 
From the earth to the open sky 
Lead me from death to eternal life 
 
… 
 
4. 
Spiral to the centre of the light 
Where sacred dreams and visions do abide 
Awaken to the calling of the spirit 
Soaring with the winged ones in the sky 
Soaring with the winged ones in the sky 
Oh speak to me oh sweet celestial voice  
And journey to the centre of my soul 
So I can hear the songs that you are singing  
As my path of love and light unfolds 
As my path of love and light unfolds 
 
… 
 
5. 
When the light flows through me  
My tears are singing their song  
Then my soul tells the truth  
About the place where I belong 
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In the place where I belong  
The stars are speaking to me  
Then I dance with the moonit’s father sun who sets me free 
When I spread my wings and fly I hear the harmonies 
Then I fall into the arms 
 
 
Ritual closing  
 
From the point of light within the mind of existence  
Light streams forth into the minds of all 
Light illuminates the earth 
From the point of love within the heart of existence  
Love streams forth into the hearts of all 
I am you, you am I, we are one 
From the centre where the divine will is known  
Purpose and intent aligns with the one and all  
In loving service to the one and all 
From the centre known as humanity, the plan of love and light is 
made fully manifest 
Love and light and wisdom now restore the balance on planet 
earth…  
May the light of spirit shine upon us and upon all beings in all 
planes, now and forever more, for the ultimate good of all. 
 
The ritual opens shortly after dusk with the words “we call upon the divine light” and 
closes approximately eight hours later with the words “the plan of love and light is 
made fully manifest”. Between evoking the sacred and healing light — at the 
beginning of the ritual — and materialising it as “fully manifest” — at the end of the 
ritual — is eight hours of music that includes lyrics with poetic verbs of opening to 
light, stepping into light, flowing with light, following light, becoming light, and 
various other notions of transforming with, through, or to light. A processual cosmos 
of light is codified in ritual songs whereby it elicits a form of sensory participation on 
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behalf of the ritual attendees and encouraging them to find or experience healing and 
wisdom from the qualia of ayahuasca visions. The lyrical content of Australian 
ayahuasca ceremonies does not encouraged participants to attempt to reproduced key 
forms of Amazonian ayahuasca shamanism and fight sorcery battles (Whitehead & 
Wright 2004), nor to perceive cartoons or other comical content that may be 
associated with styles of Western recreational psychedelic drug consumption, but it 
involves a cosmological system in which individuals actively participate in forms of 
self-healing within a sensory psychic interior that is not subject to strict beliefs and 
religious precepts outside adhering to general parameters of healing and wisdom.  
 
Ritual songs in Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism transmit techniques of sensory 
experience, which is evident in the dominant use of the notion of “light” and the types 
of trance-experiences that drinkers routinely describe and articulate after the rituals. 
There is an elective affinity between the lyrical content of ritual song and the sensory 
experiences of drinkers in the ritual. Ayahuasca trance-experiences in Australia 
involve sets of qualisigns (Keane 2003; Munn 1986) that are codified by practitioners 
in terms of healing and self-healing and that, in the context of narrative accounts of 
trance, index semiotics in which, as explored in chapter 4, social life and social 
relations may be illuminated, rearticulated, and reconstituted. However, this social or 
relational dimension is not necessarily present in the lyrical content of ritual music. 
The broad, flexible or ambiguous themes of the lyrical contents of songs appear to act 
as more or less inviting and productive sensory processes of transformation in which 
drinkers undergo — uncontrollably or with volition — relational experiences of light, 
darkness, and other sensory mode. Drinkers use the “creative potentials of their myth-
music nexus” (Hill 1990:116) to experience on the level of sensory disclosure, 
reformulations of the self and everyday social relatedness. Embedded in the ritual 
conventions noted in the previous chapter, the materialisation of healing in the form 
of sensory experiences is arbitrated and produced, ultimately, by each ritual attendee. 
 
The body 
 
Radical techniques employed or undergone by Australian ayahuasca drinkers to 
“refresh”, “reset”, or transform the self are shown in this section of the chapter to be 
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suggested in the ecstatic body. I analyse the body “as source and medium of personal 
identity and social production” (Turner 1995:148) in Australian ayahuasca 
neoshamanism by focusing on food and sex taboos and purging and other forms of 
trance corporeality. The practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia represents a 
unique example of ways in which the body and therapeutic techniques of the body 
index social distress, sociality, and fluxes in interpersonal life. 
 
The anthropology of the body, bodiliness, and embodiment, emerged as a series of 
alternative ways to conceptualise and understand cultural and social realities that 
relate, but cannot be easily reduced, to Cartesian and biological notions of the body. 
Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1987) introduced the notion of the “mindful body” to 
account for lived experiences and phenomenologies of the “body self”, “social body”, 
and “body politic”. Al-Mohammad (2011) demonstrated that culturally constructed 
limitations of embodiment, or the body, have “existential, social and historical 
import”, and the role of the body to culture links the phenomenon to central concerns 
of anthropology. The anthropology of embodiment — and its common 
phenomenological back-bone — have been critiqued for focusing too closely on the 
subjective domains of culture, in what Moran has called “the apotheosis of bourgeois 
individualism” (2000:21). However, central to anthropological research on 
embodiment is the understanding that different socio-cultural lifeworlds are 
constituted by intersubjective encounters and thus tend towards mutual, shared, and 
social forms of experience. It is with regard to illness, disease, healing and wellbeing 
that the body has become a particularly powerful medium and symbol of social 
distress and the social in general, given that, as Michael Taussig argues: 
 
the body is not only [an] organic mosaic of biological entities. It is 
also a cornucopia of highly charged symbols, fluids, scents, tissues, 
different surfaces, movements, feelings, cycles of changes 
constituting birth, growing old, sleeping and waking. Above all, it is 
with disease with its terrifying phantoms of despair and hope that my 
body becomes ripe as little else for encoding that which society 
holds to be real — only to impugn that reality. And if the body 
becomes 
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then it is in therapy that we find the finely gauged tuning whereby 
the ratification of socially engendered categories and the fabulation 
of reality reaches its acme. (Taussig 1980:4) 
 
Ayahuasca trance-experiences are partially characterised by dramatic acts of purging, 
vomiting, sweating, and, at times, bodily contortion and defecation, and these acts are 
codified by drinkers with complex and idiosyncratic meanings of healing and wisdom 
that have social and cultural import. Drinkers typically explain that the experiences of 
ayahuasca trance are beyond words or ineffable, and that part of the task is to find 
new language and ways of “grounding” or materialising the experiences in language. 
Bodily processes represent key systems by which the meaning of trance is codified in 
language and by which the contents or “visions” of the trance experiences are 
produced from meaning.  
 
Food and sex taboos 
Various forms of social and cultural import of the body are cued in the period before 
the rituals through practices of food and sexual abstinence or taboo. During a period 
of several days before an ayahuasca ceremony, drinkers tend to practice forms of 
asceticism outlined by the retreat organisers. As discussed above, each ayahuasca 
group organiser typically has a standardised information document that they email to 
participants prior to the weekend ceremonies. The documents outline the overall 
purpose of the ceremonies and typically entail a request that drinkers abstain from 
sexual activities, certain foods, and drugs and alcohol, in the three-day period before 
the weekend. Some drinkers extend these parameters to one week either side of the 
rituals.  
 
Ayahuasca drinkers provide various rationalisations for undertaking the diet and 
sexual abstinence. Some rationalisations are more spiritual in orientation and include 
the perspective that the ayahuasca plant spirits are more receptive to a purified body 
subject to the diet and that ayahuasca may become jealous if the participant engages 
in sexual activities in the period before the ceremonies. The other dominant 
rationalisation is scientific in basis and involves ideas about certain risks associated 
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with the biochemical function of beta-carboline molecules present in the ayahuasca 
vine. These molecules are known to inhibit enzymes in the stomach that regulate the 
intake of serotonin and other neurotransmitters and they can open the subject to forms 
of poisoning if combined with various substances that are typically benign (Brush et 
al 2004). Researchers have argued that eating certain foods immediately prior to 
drinking ayahuasca can potentially cause hypertension, and that certain anti-
depressant medication may occasion serotonin syndrome (dos Santos 2013:72). The 
list of restricted foods that ayahuasca groups ask participants to avoid for the three 
days prior to a ceremony may vary between groups. While uncommon, some ritual 
specialists claim that the diet is not important with regard to biological risk, and that it 
is good for spiritual and psychological reasons alone. However, typically, individuals 
are asked to avoid the following detailed list of foods given a variety of biological, 
psychological, and spiritual issues that are associated with drinking ayahuasca. The 
quote is taken from a standardised email of a popular Australian ayahuasca network:  
 
Please do not eat the following foods for at least three days prior: All 
fermented foods including vinegar (braggs is ok); soy milk and all 
fermented soy products, including tamari; aged cheese (cottage 
cheese and cream cheese are ok); cream and yoghurt; cocoa, coffee, 
chocolate, all caffeine; peanuts; avocados, bananas, pineapple, figs, 
raisins; all meats and meat products (fish is ok); beanpods (lima, 
fava beans, lentils, snowpeas, chickpeas, soy beans); pickled or 
heavily spiced food; yeast or yeast extracts; generally avoid sugar, 
oils, spices, salt… To be most beneficial your diet will consist of 
simple whole foods - fresh vegetables, salads, rice, eggs, sourdough 
breads, herbal teas, fruit. 
 
Combined with the restrictions on sexual activity and drug and alcohol consumption, 
the period before ayahuasca ceremonies is subject to strict dietary and behavioural 
regimes that intervene dramatically upon the typical everyday lives of the drinker. By 
omitting sexual activities, drug and alcohol consumption, and a large variety of foods, 
ayahuasca drinkers are avoiding substances and practices that may “pollute” or 
“corrupt” the effects of ayahuasca — or the spiritual relationship of the drinker to the 
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spirits and states of ayahuasca trance. As noted in the chapter 2, ceremonies begin 
with a ritual process in which participants individually orate to the group their 
personal “intentions for the journey”, and the discourse of intentions, as demonstrated 
below, is connected with the taboos and ascetic practices that are required prior to 
ceremonies.  
 
The asceticism practiced in the period before ayahuasca ceremonies is referred to by 
ayahuasca drinkers as a means of preparing them in ways that will maximise their 
ayahuasca experience. Part of this maximising is understood to come through the 
coalescing of the practice of asceticism with ceremony “intentions”. For example, 
John, a regular ayahuasca drinker replied to a question I asked regarding preparation, 
stating:    
 
When dieting I associate my intention with the dietary sacrifices in 
terms of using them as a reminder. As I reach for anything that is 
restricted and remember that “I can’t have that”, the immediate 
following thought is ‘remember your intention’. Then when 
confronted with the sudden and intense flavour of the medicine in 
ceremony my body takes it as the signal to go seeking the chosen 
intention actively during the session. 
 
Practicing the diet and sexual abstinence in the days before a ceremony may be 
described as a means of triggering reminders of the coming ayahuasca journey and the 
intentions the drinker brings to it. Many drinkers describe the week before a 
ceremony as including a connection to the spirit or effects of ayahuasca that may 
include subtle changes in perceptions and feelings, dream content relating to their 
intentions, and in some cases acts of purging and revelatory insight. For example, 
Michael, a regular ayahuasca drinker, replied to my question on preparing for a 
ceremony, stating, “the journey usually starts up to three days before ceremony for 
me. Quite often I can be journeying beforehand, feeling sick, psychic purging, dealing 
with fear” (N,51). Another informant replied, “sometimes the journey spontaneously 
starts well before the ceremonies do. I can have unexplained outpourings of emotion, 
things that bubble to the surface then get processed during the actual journeys”. 
95 
 
Similarly, another informant replied, “it is a great opportunity the days before, to stay 
centred, and focus, preparing yourself to receive the medicine and welcome her 
[ayahuasca] into your heart and wherever you are at” (N,26).  
 
The recollection and conceptualisation of previous ayahuasca visions may also be 
done in a fashion that supports or focuses the drinker’s “intentions”. For instance, 
Christina, a forty-three year old meditation instructor recalls an ayahuasca vision, 
stating, “I saw the Hindu god Ganesh. I didn't know anything about him but later read 
that he is the remover of obstacles which was relevant to my intention that night” 
(G,14). The encoding of motivations for drinking ayahuasca is disciplined with the 
body, representing a process by which meaning devised by the individual in the form 
of “intentions” is materialised in dietary and somatic regimes that inform trance-
visions. The contents of trance-experiences are shaped through a medium of ascetic 
practices in which drinkers encode and cue specialised desires for healing and 
wisdom.  
 
Purging 
There is one particular technique in which “inner” and “outer” levels of trance 
corporeality are married, accepted and typically encouraged in Australian ayahuasca 
ritual spaces, that is, the act of vomiting or purging. Ayahuasca purging, drinkers 
explain, does not simply manifest in bodily processes of vomiting, but also potentially 
in the form of sweating, fevers, yawning, burping, moaning, defecating, crying, and 
physical contortion. The acts are described as being typically uncontrollable. As noted 
above, the act of vomiting in ceremonies can become infectious and shape other 
participants’ visions or experiences through various synesthetic registers and thus the 
bodily act may extend to an immediate social field in ways that are typically not 
possible without drinking ayahuasca. Ayahuasca purging, drinkers explain, is a means 
of purifying and healing a polluted mind and physical body of afflictive psychic 
entities, substances, emptiness, past experiences, and states of being.  
 
Descriptions of the psychic content of ayahuasca purging may include a large variety 
of things. It appears that the most commonly described psychic contents of ayahuasca 
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purging are past traumatic experiences, and, often tied to these experiences, emotion 
and thought habits. Drinkers describe “letting-go”, “releasing”, and “unblocking” past 
experiences and healing trauma through the act of ayahuasca purging. Examples of 
past traumatic experiences being purged may include types of victimhood related to 
sexual abuse, domestic violence, childhood bullying, and in some cases, experiences 
at war, or various other traumatic experiences. Linked to this “release” and healing of 
the past are typically descriptions of purging thought and emotion habits. For 
example, Nick describes. 
 
When it comes to vomiting, my body wants to keep it down, you 
know, the whole letting vomit out, I seem to have great difficulty 
with… I find that it is a very similar thing for me when it comes to 
being emotional and crying, like, I can get to the point where it feels 
like it needs to happen but the coming out is a real struggle and it 
took me a very long time to learn how to do that,  and again, that 
happened through psychedelics… learning how to cry and not be 
embarrassed or ashamed or worried about that... I relate that very 
closely to the vomiting experience and when I’ve vomited on 
ayahuasca, the first time, it told me quite clearly that I need to get 
down on my knees and be on the earth to vomit and that is the 
correct way to do it, and it came much easier that way but, ahh, yeah, 
it’s a control thing, vomiting feels like being out of control  to me 
and my body doesn’t like that and tries to suppress it…  
 
For a large portion of my life I have often felt quite empty of 
emotion and it has been very difficult for me to express emotion 
when I don’t feel like I have any. Psychedelics and ayahuasca have 
both been a journey of rediscovering feeling for me, umm, 
understanding what love feels like, and what it means to feel it. 
Understanding happiness and contentment  and being able to accept 
all the negative feelings as well. It’s, ah, yeah, it’s been very 
interesting but it all comes back to those teenage years and the 
destructive sociopathic experience [of being bullied] and not wanting 
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to feel vulnerable and trying to protect myself and maintain 
independence that I needed to feel since way back even before then. 
 
Similarly, Kaitlin and Liam, regular ayahuasca drinkers, explained that purging is: 
 
Kaitlin: not pleasant but it felt good to release it. It feels as though it 
brings up stuff that was blocking me; a letting-go of negative energy, 
old thoughts and emotion patterns. I have also had a lot of purging 
from the posterior end of things and released blockages that I think 
have existed for years within the intestine and bowel. A lot of 
abdominal pain and uncomfortableness and bloating has depleted 
since having this medicine. (M,20) 
 
Liam: There’s nothing quite like it to physically enact the process of 
letting-go. It can be incredibly intense while your whole body is 
taken over by this uncontrollable urge and the feeling of lightness 
afterwards is blissful. Resisting or getting stuck in the process can be 
exhausting and really unpleasant, but there have also been times for 
me when my whole being is singing out a “Thank you mother!” as I 
am physically releasing incredible amounts of purge. (M,28) 
 
Haley explained it simply as: 
 
The purge feels beautiful. I know this sounds a bit gross, but it’s like 
a waterfall of old emotion and thoughts leaving my body, blissfully. 
(M,57) 
 
Sometimes narrative accounts of ayahuasca purging involve types of allegorical logic 
in which the exegetical themes relate to the physical act of purging. For example, 
Robert, a regular ayahuasca drinker described an ayahuasca healing experience in 
which he was physically sitting on a toilet defecating while having visions of 
defecating on his father who had never accepted or approved of his homosexuality. 
Similarly, experiences of purging the content of thought and emotion habits may be 
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experienced with other allegorical structures. For example, Mark, a regular drinker 
described. 
 
I would like to share one particular journey which stays with me as a 
constant reminder. My intention was to release my inner anger and I 
spent much of the night outside purging up a huge black snake. 
When I had finally pulled the last of it from my body, I crawled back 
into the circle where the mother [ayahuasca] showed me how the 
snake was formed. Every nasty little thought can take to seed, and 
continued, negative thoughts and feelings would germinate and grow 
that seed into a snake. And one can have many such snakes inside. 
Whenever I fall into darkness in a challenging situation, the vision of 
those seeds always comes to mind and immediately I change my 
perception and feel compassion, forgiveness, acceptance and 
understanding. Such has been the greatest lesson of my life to date. 
(G,38) 
 
In more basic terms, Jonathon describes the period after purging in which he felt 
“relief to be rid of some toxic content of [his] body-mind” (M,23). Ayahuasca visions 
and the other sensory modes of trance states are not necessarily separated from bodily 
processes of purging and may be dynamically integrated and as informing each other 
in a phenomenological whole. Drinkers describe experiencing a rise in psychoactive 
effects or visions during processes of purging, and some drinkers describe physically 
purging the contents of visions. For instance, Hanna, a regular ayahuasca drinker, 
stated: 
 
I have vomited, cried, burped, hiccupped, had a runny nose, eyes 
watering, been to the toilet, laughed as forms of purging. The most 
intense has been when vomiting profusely while the mind is 
bombarded with images. It is a state that takes over all your being 
and senses and makes you feel unable to do anything but let it out. 
You are extremely uncomfortable in your skin, often feel like you 
cannot breath and you are being subjected to some form of torture. 
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Though it feels extremely cathartic once it has been released and 
then you become relaxed. The more subtle states such as nose 
running eyes watering comes when the body and or mind is releasing 
something out of what we are consciously being shown. (M,41) 
 
In all of these examples of purging, the act is described as involve the releasing of 
past traumatic experience and afflictive thought and emotion habits or “blocks”.  
While this appears to be the most common psychic content that drinkers describe 
purging, in other examples drinkers describe purging out actual people. For example, 
Christiana described.   
 
Most of my vision centred around my mother and maternal concepts. 
I had an amazing vision of being connected to a long line of maternal 
ancestors and they were supporting me and passing down wisdom. 
When I was purging I asked the question what I am trying to get rid 
of and it was my mother. (G,5) 
 
Another drinker explained to me that ayahuasca purging “cleared out four generations 
of past conditioning which was in my cells and body” (E,58). Sometimes drinkers will 
describe purging for other people, including other people that are in the ceremony and 
other people that are not in the ceremony. That is, they describe purging psychic 
sicknesses that are embodied in other people. In some instances, drinkers describe 
purging for groups of people. For example, a woman described purging for all the 
women in India that have experienced sexual abuse.10 For another example, Marcus, a 
mechanic, explained to me that: 
 
The purge is the best part. I love a good purge, spew, shit, yawn, 
laughing, tears. It most certainly removes unwanted energies. I have 
even purged for other people in my journeys. Once I felt I purged for 
                                                
10 At the time, the Australian popular media were reporting about an increase in 
sexual abuse in India. 
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the indigenous peoples of this land. I have so much gratitude for the 
experience. (P,40) 
 
Other descriptions of the psychic contents of purging may include: residue from 
pharmaceutical medications, psychic effects of media or news programs, 
electromagnetic radiation, non-organic or “artificial” foods, and sometimes the 
content is simply called “toxins from society” (as explored in chapter 6). The physical 
fluids of purging — whether vomit, sweat, tears, or faeces — thus may index a 
complex variety of etiological themes. Typically, descriptions of purging are 
described as involving, as Lila explained to me, the “purging of stored emotion, bad 
energy, sickness in the body” (M,31).  
 
The individual’s “intentions” that he or she cultivates during the “deita” period are 
linked to the trance content on the level of the body and the senses. In contrast to 
Valerio Valeri’s (2000:111) notion that bodily taboos involve a resistance towards the 
inarticulation of the culturally symbolised body, the taboos of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism practiced in the period before ceremonies represent a highly structured 
bodily regime that radically contrasts with, and thus appears to empower, the dramatic 
purgative effects of trance that include processes of symbolic or cultural rearticulation 
of the body. Vomiting, sweating, bodily contortion, and distressing visions, in this 
context dislodge and intervene upon the everyday symbolic universe of social and 
natural relations. 
 
While uncommon, some Australian ayahuasca ritual specialists explain that vomiting 
is not a necessary or a recommended element of drinking ayahuasca. In one of these 
groups, a ritual specialist explained to me that he witnessed people receive profound 
healing without vomiting, stating also that LSD and MDMA therapy occasion 
profound healing without purging. During the introduction and welcoming talk at the 
beginning of his ceremony he informs the participants that everyone has a bucket 
present “in case you cannot make it to the toilet or outside”, thus implying that 
vomiting is best done outside the circle. In contrast, I have heard other ritual 
specialists state, “if you are not purging then you are not healing”. The act of purging 
typically represents practices and acts of ayahuasca healing in Australia and the 
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resistance to this practice represents a minority and alternative codification of 
ayahuasca trance techniques of the body. The ritual specialist that rejected the need to 
vomit with ayahuasca also distances himself from indigenous ayahuasca practices, 
describing them as “unevolved” and not as sophisticated as “modern” forms, such as 
his approach and LSD and MDMA therapy.11 
 
Mind and Body 
A central technique of experiencing ayahuasca visions and accessing “below the 
radar” of ordinary consciousness, drinkers explain, is to relax the mind and to not 
allow thought to dominate the journey or trance. An over active mental approach to 
“navigating” the trance “journey” is said to block the energies, insights, and healings 
of the trance — an act that drinkers warn may result in torment and purging. 
Ayahuasca demands, according to the descriptions of drinkers, a primacy of bodily 
and emotional experience. For example, Kate described this to me while stating how 
ayahuasca trance experiences differ to ordinary everyday experience and how she has 
been cultivating an embodied orientation in everyday life.  
 
The timelessness of being deep in a journey, and the everlastingness 
of that… it makes here more manageable, just knowing that exists 
makes this more meaningful or understandable. I’m more centred. 
My consciousness sits in a different place in my body in ayahuasca 
circles. It drops down into my chest, my heart-centre. In everyday 
life I’m usually more in my head… well, the resonance energy is… 
but over the last six years [of drinking ayahuasca] I’ve come more 
into my heart-centre in waking [everyday] consciousness. 
 
                                                
11 The ritual specialist explained to me that indigenous Amazonian ayahuasca 
shamans have only activated the “lower three chakras” (or energy points of the body) 
such that that is why they practice “sorcery and sexual abuse”. Civilized people, on 
the other hand, he explained, have activated seven chakras and are more “spiritually 
evolved”.!!
102 
 
By relaxing or extinguishing thought during ayahuasca trance and giving primacy to 
bodily and sensory experience, drinkers “gain access to the language of light… the 
language of aya”, explains the ritual specialist Daksha. Ayahuasca experiences are 
typically described by drinkers as being ultimately beyond language and description. 
While the trances are ultimately “ineffable”, this does not stop drinkers from 
attempting to articulate the experiences, and the task of describing or articulating 
something that is ultimately indescribable represents a structural impossibility in 
which ayahuasca healing and wisdom are always incomplete projects. The attempt of 
containing or representing ayahuasca trance experiences in language is sometimes 
described as minimising the powers of the experience. For example, Lucy and Roger, 
wife and husband and ayahuasca drinkers, explained to me the difficulties and risks of 
“over-intellectualising” the trance experience. 
 
Lucy: Ayahuasca is a mystery. It’s an enormous mystery.  
 
Roger: Language is great to a point but our bodies have other ways 
of communicating than just through our voice.  
 
Lucy: And ceremony prevents this intellectualising. Because 
normally, if we are in a conversation we are intellectualising what’s 
being said and we are trying to add meaning and more thought to it, 
and you look for reference points through other experiences and 
what you can assimilate it with to gain greater understanding, and 
that sort of thing. But the ceremony actually prevents you from 
intellectualising. You can’t intellectualise what you are being taken 
through and shown. It is just there in from of you, direct, and you are 
so aware of it. 
 
Similarly, Marcus explained to me. 
 
To the degree that I let-go of the mind and just be with my conscious 
self, that is separate from the mind, to that degree I feel energetic 
flow of spirit through me. It’s like a recharging of batteries. The 
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most beautiful experiences are when I am totally relaxed and present, 
and I can feel what seems like every cell in my body is exuding love, 
a blissful and peaceful experience (G,30) 
 
During what are deemed proper techniques of “navigating” ayahuasca trance, the self 
or “ego” and thought are transcended. Paul, a regular ayahuasca drinker explains.  
 
Journey-work involves putting down the ego and accessing your 
spirit through the feeling body. All our senses become enhanced. 
Smelling, taste, touch, seeing and hearing are much more awake 
when the ego is disabled. This is not hallucinogenic. It’s heightened 
perception of reality.  
 
Under the effects of ayahuasca, sensory faculties are enhanced yet also the drinker 
appears to reach a limit of enhancement and venture beyond certain 
phenomenological thresholds. The drinker finds him or herself in an experience that 
involves complex and detailed visionary content, that may include landscapes and 
temples; volitional, aesthetically and morphologically diverse spirit beings; and codes, 
designs, and aesthetically-rich visual inscriptions that permeate the body and 
surroundings — bridging “inner” and “outer” worlds. Thus the experience appears to 
be different from ordinary experience by kind and not simply degree. It is not simply 
an enhancement but is the site of radical alterity, a change in the experience of 
corporeality. Finally, this radical otherness is the site of the “high vibrational” 
relational states of being and learning that drinking ayahuasca brings to social and 
personal life. The trance realms are domains of corporeal and sensory alterity from 
which (re)articulations of social and cultural life are formed.  
 
Relational bodies 
Australians drink ayahuasca to resonate on higher, clearer, and stronger frequencies 
and vibrations of being and the notion of “vibration” in this context represents a 
mutivocal symbol (Turner 1967) that signifies, I will now suggest, relational modes of 
personhood that are inscribed in immediate sensory and bodily dimensions of trance 
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and, in parallel, everyday social relating. Ayahuasca drinking, one participant 
explained, has taught him “how to have a higher vibrational primary relationship, 
based on unconditional love” with regards to his family and friends. Emic notions of 
high vibrational social relating simultaneously may refer to the aesthetics and sensory 
dimensions of ayahuasca trance experiences and to forms of everyday sociality — as 
noted above. The immediate transformative qualities of sensory trance experience 
may mirror bodily trance experiences and be codified by drinkers with notions of 
transforming and reconstituting social relations — representing a form of ecstatic 
social organisation. For example, Kate, a regular ayahuasca describes her first times 
drinking ayahuasca. 
 
I had to unmake everything… it was so scary. I had to unmake all 
my relationships with my family, friends, and the world. They get 
turned in and out like the visuals, and the body feelings, and then my 
personal relationships come back into shape or are made anew, 
better, clearer, with more room for love.  
 
Some drinkers described how the spirit(s) of ayahuasca have become embedded in 
their bodies to help them heal and to teach them esoteric wisdom, including with 
regard to emotion cultivation and social relations. For example, Paula described. 
 
Aya teaches me about myself, others and the universe... I also feel 
her in my dreams and meditations and believe she’s in my body and 
probably always will be. I feel great comfort and love from the 
connection. (K,16) 
 
Similarly, Lucy described an ayahuasca vision, stating: 
 
the entities were liquid like mercury, coloured silver, and they were 
really tall, like 10 feet, some small, all with typical oval faces, no 
mouth, with massive eyes. The eyes were so amazing. They had no 
pupils but were literally like galaxies, massive galaxies… their heads 
were huge but their arms and legs were minutely thin. Their spine 
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was, like, as big as a spinal chord.  When the alien entered me it was 
like she was perfectly designed to fit into my skeleton structure and 
then I realised that she is a part of me and she is actually love.  
 
During the heights of trance, bodily experience undergoes radical transformations in 
which awareness of aspects of the body may become illuminated and represented in 
clear visions of, what Paul termed, the “psychic machinary” of the body. Paul 
described how abilities to perceive these hidden aspects of the body during ayahuasca 
visions are common to all humans (with or without drinking ayahuasca) but that they 
are typically lost due to aspects of social and cultural life. 
 
Whatever one puts one’s focus to [during ayahuasca trance], one has 
enhanced perception. I can heal pain in the body, by finding it, 
zooming into it, and giving it focus, and dealing with it as I see fit at 
the moment. I can feel any part of my body that I give attention to, 
attention we don’t normally give, and if we did, we wouldn't 
normally have that clarity. The more we focus on the physical world, 
the more real it seems. The more we focus on our inner world, the 
more we become aware of how real it is. The feelings become 
hidden to us originally by our socialisation, particularly from the age 
of five when we become exposed to school and the cruelty of others. 
  
While many drinkers explained to me that purging involves releasing “deep” psychic 
issues, they also explained they are not always aware of what specific issues are being 
purged. But when speaking generally about purging, drinkers tend to explain how 
toxins lodged in the body are removed and the way in which they are removed may 
include visions and bodily processes that appear to merge in allegorical logics related 
to personal and social life.  
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While shapeshifting is key to forms of indigenous ayahuasca use (where shamans turn 
into jaguars or anacondas),12 this phenomenological potential of the substance is 
rarely explored in Australia. I only collected a handful of accounts of drinkers 
describing changes in “body image” and turning into other persons and animals (this 
is aside from the common description of ecstatic union with all nature and the 
universe, as described in chapter 5).  Michael, a neophyte Australian ayahuasca 
drinker described an ayahuasca experience of turning into a praying mantis. During 
the ritual he became aware of a human-sized praying mantis standing in front of him 
looking at him with the same level of astonishment and curiosity that he held towards 
the creature. He describes turning into the insect spontaneously and without control 
and observing his human body sitting in the ceremony from the perspective of the 
insect. He described then turning into a different praying mantis looking at the 
praying mantis looking at himself. He initially felt “really unsettled” by the 
experience. “It was good to be human again”, he commented and explained that the 
first thing he thought upon returning to human embodiment was his son and his wife. 
 
Volition and possession 
 
There are techniques of ecstatic mastery and loss of control in the practice of 
ayahuasca in Australia. From a certain perspective, it appears that a spectrum of 
agency exists in which the participant may, on the one hand, become acutely active 
and psychically “travel” and “journey” with sensory finesse from which they act upon 
the trance realms, interact with spirit beings and states, and mine the realms for 
knowledge and insight. On the other hand, drinkers may become passive, 
instrumentalised and possessed by the experience in ways that tend to peak in extreme 
forms of purging — that may include vomiting, defecating, glossolalia, crying, 
                                                
12 I examined literature on indigenous ayahuasca use and shapeshifting in my 
academic blog Cultural Admixtures. Drawing upon cognitive science studies, I 
generated an hypothesis that ayahuasca shapeshifting represents a type of complex 
synesthesia that peaks with changes to “body image” or transcorporeality. See: 
https://culturaladmixtures.wordpress.com/2014/04/23/synesthesia-and-shapeshifting-
amazonian-shamanism-through-a-neuroscientific-lens/  
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screaming, and general distress. In between these extremes of radical interior agency 
and total relinquishing of control, the more common forms of ayahuasca trance appear 
to reside. However, these more “common” techniques appear to coalesce and thus 
problematize the spectrum of agency. Most of the time, ritual attendees describe 
ayahuasca trance in terms of partial agency and partial consciousness and a tension 
between challenging spiritual encounters and affects and blissful encounters and 
affects. They are not, however, exclusive structural categories in the sense that loss of 
agency is conflated with challenging affects nor is heightened agency conflated with 
blissful or ecstatic affect. Healing experiences of mystical union with nature and the 
cosmos (examined in chapter 5) are described by ayahuasca drinkers as emerging in 
an unwilled and uncontrolled manner during ceremonies and thus, in this case, 
possession becomes the vehicle of mystical transcendence.  
 
Sickness and malaise is typically understood as resulting from a disconnection from 
nature (as explored in chapter 6), malevolent spirits and spirit forces penetrating the 
body-psyche, or from psychic bodily imbalances. The process of healing is explained 
by drinkers in terms of the ayahuasca spirit penetrating and “unblocking”, and 
“balancing” the “spiritual circuitry” of the body. While purging is associated with this 
healing and expulsion of malady, healing and “unblocking” is also described as 
coming from insight derived from the radical navigation of inner realms or visions. 
Thus, the difference between radical volition and loss of control, and consciousness 
and non-consciousness, are not always distinct and, furthermore, the two techniques 
appear to be situated as extremes on a spectrum that is encompassed by qualitative 
processes of healing and gaining wisdom. 
 
The distinction between external agency or sentiments and natural effects delineates 
the conceptual borders of anthropological conceptions of possession and trance, and 
thus the context of ayahuasca practice in Australia cannot be neatly characterised as 
one or the other. It is both and neither. Furthermore, the practice does not seem to fit 
exclusively on either side of George Foster’s theory of illness and malaise etiology 
(1976) that he coined “naturalistic” and “personalistic” (1976). Naturalistic medical 
systems refer to beliefs and practices that involve “impersonal forces” and 
“conditions” that constellate around cosmological predicates of balance or 
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equilibrium in the human body and environment. In contrast, the perception that 
pathology and misfortune are caused by witches, sorcerers, family members, enemies, 
nonhuman persons, spirits, and deities, marks the “personalistic” and alternate pole of 
Foster’s global theory of disease etiology (1976:775). To some, ayahuasca is overtly 
personalised with spirit agencies assuming control and to others this loss of control is 
naturalistic and depersonalised, though in both cases non-ordinary. Ayahuasca 
drinkers in Australia at times refer to ayahuasca as “she”, “mother”, and other 
personalistic nouns, yet also as “it” and in some cases “the drug”, and to purging and 
visions as being the result of these subjectified and/or non-subjectified entities. 
Ayahuasca is not a spirit of affliction but a healer, not symbolic of symptoms 
(Obeyesekere 1981:34-35, Boddy 1994) but purifier of the underlying causes of 
symptoms. Illness and malaise are not cosmologically separate to the individual (or 
imputed to spirits) but embedded in the individual, in his or her body-mind, and the 
role of ayahuasca is to purify the individual of these issues.  
 
Conclusions 
 
In Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism, the body and the senses do not simply 
provide a basis from which metaphors of social life are articulated by drinkers, but 
they involve an “experiential ground of culture” (Csordas 1990) in which significant 
others, spirit beings, and cosmological principles are literally seen, heard, touched, 
encountered and felt during trance experiences. “At the bottom of all our mystical 
states”, Mauss explained, “there are techniques of the body” (1979:87) and I would 
add, in the case of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia, techniques of the senses. In 
Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism, these techniques may include an incredible 
wide variety of approaches. While purging appears to be the main approach to 
healing, it takes many forms, such as (1) the release of emotion and/or of trauma 
(including in various allegorical sequences wherein bodily processes influence the 
forms and acts of the visions); (2) the releasing of pathogenic spirits, objects, or 
“blocks” from the body; the purging of people from the psyche; and purging for other 
people, including for groups of people. In addition to purging, experiences of 
undergoing transformation in corporeality or “body image” (or turning into other 
people, animals, nature, the universe) represent an additional technique of healing. 
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The body and the senses in the techniques by which ecstatic healing and wisdom are 
achieved thus include forms of relational personhood in which the “I” of the drinker 
may incorporate other people, spirits, and psychic objects that relate to the actions of 
other people (such as when drinkers describe purging-out trauma). This healing body, 
as a relational microcosm, resembles generalised conceptions of the dividual of 
Melanesian culture described by Strathern. 
 
The Melanesian image of the body as composed of relations is the 
effect of its objectification as a person. In the partibility of its 
extensions into relations beyond itself and in the internal relations 
that compose its substance, the body consequently appears as a result 
of people’s actions. (Strathern 1988:208) 
 
Ayahuasca trance is germane to types of relational personhood arguably due to the 
phenomenological potentials of the psychoactive substance. Yet, these potentials may 
take a wide (or infinite) variety of cultural forms. The mythological form and content 
of ayahuasca trance accounts in Australia include a wide variety of spirits, deities, and 
cosmological postulates — reflecting the pastiche-style cosmology of broader 
currents of New Age spirituality (Possamai 2004) — and the bodily and sensory 
forms of healing are also characterised by a large diversity of techniques.   
 
The ayahuasca trance experiences that drinkers articulate involve heightened states of 
wellbeing and they are codified with language that indexes sensorial and bodily 
dimensions of social life. The bounded self that Geertz attributed to Western 
personhood (1975) is blurred on the level of ecstatic bodily and sensory experience. 
The practice represents an example of the “sensorial production of the social” (Yuet 
Chau 2008), and I would add, bodily production of the social, given the ways in 
which the dramatic sensory and bodily experiences of ayahuasca trance are codified 
with a lexicon of terms that signify relational modes of personhood and modes of 
everyday sociality. The next chapter focuses the enquiry of everyday relations by 
examining ayahuasca trance-induced speech acts that are distinctly ethical and that 
include pronouncements of social obligation and social responsibility regarding 
spheres internal to the domains of family, friend, and workspace relations. 
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Chapter 4. Trance, narrative, and everyday ethics 
 
In this chapter, I examine narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance and healing 
experiences in terms of the form and content of the accounts. The investigation 
involves examining general linguistic properties of the accounts, and the “ontological 
effects” (Blanes & Santos 2013) of spirit beings and trance realms with regard to the 
constitution of speech acts that are distinctly ethical in nature. I explore the healing 
and wisdom discourse as examples of a mode of ethical self-healing and analyse 
practices in which drinkers evaluate, rearticulate, and reconstitute everyday social 
relations. This involves analysing articulations of ethics — in the form of social 
obligations and responsibilities — that are indexed in narrative accounts of trance. 
The chapter finishes with a series of experimental concepts related to 
phenomenology, literary restoration, and a classification of “drugs” that attempt to 
explain the dynamics of ayahuasca ecstatic trance and everyday ethics. 
 
Ethics and spirits 
The qualities and characteristics of neoshamanic ayahuasca trance typically involve 
multisensory encounters with human and nonhuman persons (plant and animal) and 
worlds or dimensions of the cosmos. Associated with these encounters are 
descriptions of sacredness, profound intelligence, and sublime aesthetics. The 
qualities and characteristics of trance are observable in the narrative accounts that 
drinkers routinely share, and these accounts tend to be accompanied by or include 
various ethical pronouncements. The Socratic and ethical question “How ought I 
live?” underpins much of the narratives of trance that drinkers articulate and it 
typically includes exegetical themes that involve central aspects of the drinker’s social 
and existential wellbeing.  
 
While anthropological studies of spirits and spiritual forces tend to attempt to explain 
the social and cultural conditions that people and spirits are embedded in or 
constituted by, the studies inevitably entail limits of enquiry (or reductionisms) that 
are defined by the methodologies and theories of the discipline. Ayahuasca spirits in 
the Australian practice are constituted by kinds of oppositional politics and critical 
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cultural idealism that includes certain ecological philosophies, social ideologies of 
relatedness, and that are indexed in narratives of illness, malaise, healing, and 
wellbeing — as outlined in the current and next chapter. However, it should be noted 
that there are limitations involved in arguing that ayahuasca spirits are constituted 
solely by these social and cultural “realms of affect”. Mirroring the limits of knowing 
that social and cultural perspectives provide people with, the effects of ayahuasca are 
mysterious, ambiguous, powerful, and transcendent. An anthropological study that 
attempts to reduce the mysterious, ambiguous, powerful, and transcendent “effect” of 
ayahuasca to epiphenomena of social and cultural conditions results in inevitable 
reductions in which the power that ayahuasca has at encompassing that which is 
beyond language, reason, and understanding, is transcended. While anthropologists 
can circle-around the ineffable experiences and pick-up the “markings, traces, paths, 
and ultimately, “evidence”” (Blanes & Santos 2013) of the social and cultural in 
narrative accounts of trance and social action, the pronounced ineffability of 
ayahuasca experiences may only ever be fully explained by anthropologists at the 
expense of other modes of knowing that include, for example, nonverbal, aesthetic, 
and extracorporeal modes. 
 
The trance experiences are beyond language, drinkers explain, and the experiences 
push the limits of language to an extent that the drinker embodies a level of autonomy 
in describing and explaining his or her own trance experiences. The anthropological 
analysis I am undertaking partly adopts the native epistemology and attempts to 
explain the “ontological effects” in terms of notions of social relatedness. These 
trance “effects”, I now demonstrate, involve structural dynamics of narration that 
encourage an ethics of healing and wisdom. 
 
Narrative healing and wisdom  
Narrative practices exhibit a special place in ayahuasca neoshamanism in comparison 
to other dominant social contexts of ayahuasca consumption around the world. While 
the act of telling stories represents a culturally universal phenomenon (Ochs and 
Capps 2001) and a pervasive act of social life, the formalised sharing-round rituals of 
ayahuasca neoshamanism are unique to ayahuasca neoshamanism and represent a 
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culturally specific way in which drinkers socially relate to the meaning of ayahuasca 
trance. As outlined in the previous chapter, the institutionalising of personal narrative 
accounts of trance in the sharing-round ritual represents a focus on generating 
personal narratives about ayahuasca trance that is unique to ayahuasca neoshamanism.  
 
The sharing-round rituals of Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism typically begin with 
the ritual specialist explaining that people may have powerful healing experiences 
when describing their trance and that attendees need to respect this process. Part of 
the respect involves not interjecting, commenting upon or explaining the ayahuasca 
trance visions of another person. While drinkers are not required to share accounts of 
trance experiences during the sharing-round ritual, most drinkers, in my experience, 
participate in the ritual by orating complex accounts of healing and wisdom.  
 
Analysing narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance in Australia with the general 
properties of language, “propositionality, representational capability, [and] 
indexicality” (Miller & Hoogstra 1992:87) reveals a variety of dimensions of the 
narratives. Firstly, drinkers typically utter propositional acts of healing and gaining 
wisdom that include variations of “I gained healing and wisdom during my ayahuasca 
visions last night”. This represents a core or meta-form of propositionality 
characterising the discourse. Secondly, drinkers may go to great lengths in attempting 
to represent the phenomenology of the experience and this may include flexible uses 
of metaphors, parables, and an abundance of adjectives. Thirdly, the speech acts 
include various forms of explanation in which drinkers attempt to make sense of their 
experiences in relation to everyday social life and, as analysed below, these 
articulations index processes by which everyday ethics are articulated and 
reconstituted. These three linguistic dimensions of narrative are, however, not 
necessarily separate in accounts. For example, an account of trance may include rich 
metaphors and adjectives that attempt to account for the phenomenology of the trance 
and this richness is described as allowing the drinkers to “integrate” the healing and 
wisdom in more profound ways.  
 
The representational dimensions of trance accounts explicitly and implicitly explain 
ethical disorder for drinkers and impose an ordered conceptualisation upon disordered 
114 
 
aspects of everyday life. The ordering of the past is subject to the present and to 
perceptions of events in the future. “Narrative accounts of past events help us to 
manage our uncertain future” (Ochs 1997:191) and the future that Australian 
neoshamanic narratives of trance are trying to help with or introduce order upon are 
not simply future ayahuasca ceremonies but the wellbeing of the individual in 
everyday life. If recalling the past is done in a way that shapes the future (Ochs 1997), 
then institutionalising rituals of telling stories about trance experiences assumes that 
the experiences are significant to the future. “Stories have a way of edging into the 
future”, Ochs (1997:198) explains, and the content of trance experiences includes 
accounts of receiving revelatory advice or insight on how to heal and overcome 
distressful and disordered aspects of social life. Both form and content of the 
narratives involve a revising of the future. 
 
Australian ayahuasca accounts of trance “journeys” involve descriptions of entering 
unknown and mysterious worlds populated by powerful spirit beings, forces, states or 
layers of consciousness and they tend to be markedly existential in terms of exegetical 
content. They may include accounts of psychic struggle, purging, and ecstatic 
realisations that the drinker undergoes or explores in the hope of gaining wisdom and 
healing that can reorder everyday life. The sharing-round rite marks a liminal period 
in which language and articulations of everyday or “ordinary” ethics (Lambek 2010) 
— that may be related to family, friend, and workplace spheres — become loosened, 
rearranged, enhanced, qualified, and, ultimately, acted upon with the force of ecstatic 
revelation. I analyse examples of this below, and the analysis begins from the notion 
that “our interior psychic lives are constituted through conversations among 
introjected social voices” (Rumsey 2010:122), and investigates the contents, ethics, 
and social character of narratives of ayahuasca trance. An approach of narrative 
analysis in the context of ayahuasca neoshamanic practice is particularly useful given 
that the sharing-round ritual is deemed central to the practice of achieving healing.  
 
Visions and everyday ethics 
A frequent explanation ayahuasca drinkers shared with me of how ayahuasca heals, 
was that she “shows” you what you need to see. This showing can include visions of 
divine beauty and graceful vistas, and haunting, grotesque imagery; images of 
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forgotten past experiences that are causing sickness in the present (this may include 
visions of kin or other people); images of future circumstances; images of the creation 
of the universe, nature, civilisation; images of characters from film; and various other 
forms. During the sharing-round rituals of narrating accounts of ayahuasca visions 
and healing, drinkers articulate varied and complex accounts that involve processes of 
rearticulating and reconstituting everyday ethics that typically relate to, as now 
outlined below, the domains of family and employment and to existential questions 
about life and death and illness, disease, and wellbeing.  
 
At the end of an ayahuasca retreat in south Queensland I was talking with Michael 
about his ayahuasca practice. He is a twenty-six year old postgraduate student that 
studies languages and lives in Sydney. He has been drinking ayahuasca for several 
years and has a longer history of psychedelic spirituality. I asked Michael to describe 
in detail the effects of ayahuasca and what happens to his immediate experience 
during ceremony. His response illustrates themes of ethical empowerment and the 
juxtaposition and conflation of the contents of trance-experience with descriptions of 
everyday social relations. 
 
M: You notice changing sensations in the body. Changing 
sensitivities. You feel a lot more energy starting to rush through you. 
I typically perceive a sense of light in my consciousness. My mind 
becomes a lot brighter with my eyes closed. You could say that its 
like more energy on a physical level because if you were drowsy it is 
likely to push all that away, really brighten your mind and bring you 
up. You get thrown into a more immediate environment and your 
thought patterns change. They tend to be uninfluenced by what you 
were doing earlier that day, or that sort of stuff seems to fade away 
and you are thrown into a more active relationship with something, 
and what it wants to show you and the thoughts that it is reflecting 
back to you. You drop a lot of baggage as the plant begins to kick-in. 
 
A: What type of baggage? 
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M: It just takes you away from your more mundane thoughts you 
might have been having earlier that day, work, eating, all that normal 
chit-chat we’ve got going on in our minds… Thoughts start to arise 
that you wouldn’t have otherwise had without drinking the brew. 
When you start to delve into those lighter realms there is entity 
contact, and that sort of thing. If you break-through to that kind of 
level, usually you are so astonished you are not thinking much more 
about what you cooked for dinner last night. You are brought to a 
much more immediate and direct encounter… What ayahuasca tries 
to show us is that we have a connection to much higher planes of 
existence and realities… When you are in those high-dose 
breakthrough realms, it shows you how you are connected to the rest 
of the universe, and connections to things almost on an atomic level 
and with the forces of nature. But then it will work down back 
through you with the interactions you have with your friends and 
your family. It shows you where you might be going wrong there, or 
what might be a nice gesture to help put those things in line. Because 
when those things are in line it helps everything else. When you have 
some sort of relationship or contact with, lets say, an intergalactic 
being that you can only really contact through a deep meditation 
with ayahuasca, its going to show you how to do that more 
effectively. It also helps with what’s going on a more earthly level. It 
will point you the right way. It takes you to some really abstract 
places and then tears you down to, you know, be better to your mum 
[he laughs], things like that.  
 
In Michael’s description, general aspects of the everyday are annihilated during the 
onset of the trance or as the “plant begins to kick-in” and then themes of everyday life 
such as “be better to your mother” re-emerge in transcendent states of consciousness 
among experiences of sensory and psychic “connections” with nature and the universe 
and encounters with spirit or “intergalactic” beings.  
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Michael objectifies the trance-experience by using the pronoun “it” while implying 
that spirit beings inhabit ecstatic spaces or trance realms. Among narrative accounts 
of ayahuasca trance in Australia, ayahuasca can be simultaneously a person (“she”, 
“Madre”) a thing (“it”, “medicine”) a domain (“aya-realm”) a drug (“on aya”) an 
experience (“the experience”) or simply “aya”. The heights of ayahuasca trance, 
though, are typically described as including the encountering of a sacred, benevolent, 
and wise spirit being — mother ayahuasca — a being that typically takes a 
morphology of nature such as a plant or an animal, or in some cases all of nature. The 
incorporation of depersonalised pronouns to describe ayahuasca, such as “it” and 
“experience”, represents what appears to be a codification that is objective and that 
involve aesthetics of science that incorporate the cultural capital and aura that science 
emanates from the institutionalisation of knowledge and truth in broader Australian 
society. The depersonalisation of ayahuasca by drinkers nonetheless involves the 
emergence of a relationship to a source of ethical guidance and insight, such as 
illustrated in Michael’s comment that “it shows you where you might be going 
wrong” with regards to family relations. 
 
Another significant element of trance experiences involves the encountering of a 
spiritual principle that drinkers term the source of existence. This depersonalised 
omega point is articulated in ways that involve descriptions of developing a 
relationship with a source of ethical guidance and insight. In February of 2013, Mark, 
a neuroscientist and ayahuasca drinker, and I had organised to meet at his home in 
Melbourne on the same day in which he was to return from a weekend of drinking 
ayahuasca at one of Daksha’s retreats. In the morning he phoned me and asked if I 
would mind waiting till the evening because he wanted to spend the day with his wife 
discussing his trance experiences and “integrating the insights” with her. In the 
evening Mark described to me that his trance-experiences entailed “teachings” and 
“insights” that included “relating to the source of all creativity” and learning to “not 
be so hard and masculine, but more sweet and receptive to [his] wife”. He described 
that his ayahuasca practice has presented him with a novel set of experiences and 
ideas that were alien to his meditation practices of “mindfulness”. The central 
shocking revelation, he described, was that during his ayahuasca trance there was an 
“essential consciousness” that was separate to him and that demanded a kind of 
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profound relationship. Drinking ayahuasca produced a profound recognition of a 
spiritual other. 
 
My feeling has always being that there is this infinite expansion 
inside me and that all the questions to my problems are inside me 
and I can kind of find it all there and grow immensely and all kinds 
of stuff can come out of me. But I didn’t expect to have [during the 
ayahuasca trance] what I felt was a very real encounter with a 
consciousness or some essentialness that was independent of me, or 
not independent of me but if anything I was a part of it rather than it 
was a part of me. And that flip is very significant for me… I spent a 
lot of time, a couple of hours, really effort-fully holding this thing, 
this kind of golden white river or beam or band or something… 
trying to peel back the ayahuasca state to bridge back to my other 
self… I had this big pulsing source in front of me and I was 
listening. I was having these insights and experiences and imagery 
and going in quietly and quietly and listening and listening and 
suddenly I was like, Oh! I hear something. And I had an immense 
shock afterwards that there was actually something to listen to in 
there. That it isn’t just me listening to my deeper voice, or my 
childhood pains. I was like, whoa, there is something else out there. 
 
The two exegetical themes of Mark’s narrative of trance appear to be (1) relating to an 
independent consciousness that is the source of all creativity and that demands a kind 
of “primary relationship”, and (2) reflecting on how to be more “sweet and receptive” 
to his wife and child. This semiotic link of relationalism, I argue, is not coincidental 
or does not exist independently. In regards to the first point, that the source of 
creativity becomes visible and felt during ayahuasca trances — a source that Mark 
describes connecting with throughout his life without ayahuasca and in moments of 
playing piano or doing art — involves drawing an association with artistic creative 
forces and the creation of ways of relating socially. Social relations are rearticulated 
and imbued with an aesthetics of music and art or with forces that underpin the 
emergence of these aesthetics. The source of existence that is revealed during 
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ayahuasca trance appears to represent a liminal dynamo that demands a “primary 
relationship” and that reverberates dynamic or creative changes through everyday 
social relationships. 
 
The fact that a kind of cosmological relationship with an “essential other” is 
conceived as the source of all creativity and is disclosed in trance-experiences that, 
when reflected upon by the drinker, include exegetical themes of re-articulating social 
and familial relations, brings together a phenomenological level of evidence with 
classical Durkhiemian concepts in the sociology of religion. Through drinking 
ayahuasca, Mark simultaneously strengthens his bonds with his kin and with the 
source of existence. The source of existence is conscious and relational, and thus, by 
implication, everyday relations are raised to a level of existential significance that is 
tied to the source of everything. The fact that people are experiencing contact with a 
consciousness that is the source of all things and that demands a “primary 
relationship” and they are, concomitantly, rearticulating their everyday relations in 
light of the trances-experiences, indicates a kind of primary value placed upon 
relating and the cultivation of good relations. I asked Mark what gives him the 
impression that what he experiences during ayahuasca trance is, as he explained, “the 
source of all golden creativity”, and he replied, describing central tenants of this 
relational cosmos.     
 
I am not sure. I mean, I am sure that it is the source of creativity, the 
life-force or existence-force. The main insight is that it is about 
relating. It is essential that there is relating happening. Without the 
relating there is nothing. The detail really isn’t that important beyond 
the feeling of Oh my god! That thing is actually there… There was 
this relating going on and while there was this relating going on I 
was feeling plugged in to what could be translated as a feeling of 
creativity… I recognised it as that because I have touched it in my 
life in times before I was drinking ayahuasca. I have had very 
profound experiences on the piano for example. Being extremely 
moved after playing piano for hours and hours and feeling really 
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moved like something is in me... It was absolutely self-evident that 
what we judge as quality is whatever comes out of that place. 
 
Ayahuasca drinkers may attribute the emergence of “quality” to the extent to which 
someone or something is attuned, “plugged-in”, or in relationship with an invisible 
source of existence. Mark explained that this source becomes perceivable, and 
demands a profound level of relationship during the ayahuasca experience and yet is 
accessible by everyone at any time with or without ayahuasca. The invisible source of 
existence and everyday consciousness thus are not necessarily fully separated 
domains but become more available, liminal, and dynamic during ecstatic ayahuasca 
practices.  
  
Narrative accounts of ayahuasca visions in Australia may include sequences of 
chaotic fragments of everyday “mundane” life and horrific and blissful otherworldly 
visions that are experienced with profound intensity. In the following long account, 
Nick described to me visions he experienced in his first significant trance experience. 
The exegetical content shifts between everyday and ecstatic themes, and it includes an 
over-reprsentation of fear and torment — more than what drinkers typically 
experience or describe. However, similar to the more religious and blissful exegetical 
content that drinkers tend to articulate, the experience was interpreted and related to 
by the drinker in terms of processes of self-healing and existential learning. 
 
It was like being on DMT for about 10 hours, being slammed 
through different dimensions, and then being stretched over all over 
experience, or all of sensation, from orgasm to being, like, cut and 
having your bones break apart all at the same time, and everything in 
between, and then slamming into another reality with no memory of 
what had happened before hand or what was going on… am I 
dreaming… am I dead… then I’d be smeared over reality again… 
over and over… At one point I assumed I was being eaten by dogs. I 
got to the experience where I was back in the room smoking 
meth[amphetamine] in front of me watching Cops [T.V. program] 
and my brain was convinced that these people were going to kill me 
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and that my only option at that point was to kill them before I die the 
most horrible death imaginable, ummm, but at that point, through 
meditation practice, I found the single point in the centre of my mind 
that wasn’t freaking-out and everything was calm there. And from 
there I realised that I wasn’t afraid I was actually confused… And I 
could perceive my whole mind around this point, just chaos and fear 
and screaming, out of control, and I found it a little bit amusing, at 
this point, and I was trying to send out vibrations of love to all of 
that chaos to try and calm it down but it was too freaked-out to pay 
any attention and then I tried sending out Omms [vocalisations], and 
that was too powerful, like, an earthquake shaking everything apart, 
and I was like, whoaw, easy on that one, bit too powerful… a good 
ten hours or so passed… I had a rule for myself that I cant get out of 
the chair unless I know what’s going on…  and one point I popped 
back into reality and there was a plate of cucumber slices in my 
hand, so I started eating them and then in another one of those 
smeary flashes, I was in another place, in a body that had brown 
skin, and I was sitting on a plane, and I was watching thousands of 
buffalo running and in my hand it looked like dried flakes of san 
pedro cactus that I was chewing, and I stopped mid-way through in 
astonishment  and then 10 seconds later I was back to holding 
cucumber and siting in the lounge room. You know, it was 
astonishing.  I was like, “Who the fuck am I?”, and yeah, I remember 
thinking, “I wonder what the Indian thinks of cucumbers and cricket 
on the television”… when it finally started to finish and I realized 
where I was and knew what had happened I was so relived I nearly 
cried I was filled with happiness and thankful that I managed to 
make it back to my body, back to my sanity, I felt like, really proud 
of myself, and, like, umm, resisting those psychotic urges felt to me 
like I passed the test, like I was now safe to take psychedelics, you 
know, I wasn’t going to hurt anything, and it didn’t matter how deep 
I went I’d be O.K. I felt like I could write an encyclopaedia on what 
I had learnt form what I had been through… when I got back to 
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Melbourne I didn’t work [as a nurse] for a month. I started 
meditating, reading a lot, esoteric things, spirituality, anything that I 
could relate what had happened to, and I was trying to integrate the 
experience into my reality. I started taking yoga classes, and just 
started rebuilding my life form a different perspective, rather than 
being miserable and bored and frustrated, I was suddenly like, 
excited, and motivated, and wanting to explore this new reality that I 
could suddenly see that had been around me all the time. 
 
Nick’s quest of “rebuilding” his life in light of his disturbing and sacred ecstatic 
visions represents an example of the exegetical content of trance indexing grounds by 
which perceptions of the everyday are reconstituted and rearticulated. The process of 
“integrating the experience into reality” for Nick progressed with various novel 
experiences of drinking ayahuasca into a process in which specific ethical questions 
related family and work conduct were foregrounded — as examined below.   
 
While the contents of ayahuasca visions include cosmological principles that index 
forms of otherworldly and ecstatic experience that reverberate through articulations of 
everyday life and social relations, drinkers also describe trance-experiences of seeing, 
encountering, and interacting with family members, work colleagues, friends, and 
other significant others. Drinkers describe people “dropping-in” or appearing in 
visions. For example, Kate, a graphic designer, describes how her personality has 
changed since drinking ayahuasca and discusses a sense of duty she has to her brother 
that was born during an ayahuasca trance. 
 
[Ayahuasca provides] access to more parts of myself that I don’t 
usually recognise in this waking state and the learning is in 
navigating and learning how to bring it back to this reality and to 
exercise the same intentions here. Since I’ve been drinking 
ayahuasca I am a lot more positive in myself. I don’t have all the 
negative self-talk I used to have… Lately it has been my brother 
dropping-in and I’ve just been feeling a lot of love for my family. 
Last journey I realised that I don’t appreciate my brother enough, he 
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is amazing, and that I should just go and see him. Why wait for some 
family event, you know, things like that. There is a lot of connection 
and a lot of the journey is about remembering. In the aya-space you 
are suddenly like “Ohh, that’s right! How could I have forgotten 
this?! I love my brother. I love my mum. I love my dad. I should 
spend more time with them” Everything can make a lot more sense 
in that space. All the other shit just gets pushed out of the way.  
 
Drinkers may explain that the human spirits that “drop-in” to trance visions are 
aspects of the psyche of the person appearing, or they may explain that they are 
constructions of the person drawn by the drinker’s psyche. In both these cosmological 
dynamics, the “drop-ins” are experienced and related to in terms of processes of 
learning and gaining insight about social life and what the drinker “ought” to do. 
Talking broadly about her first time drinking ayahuasca, Kate, explained to me: 
 
I had to unmake everything… it was so scary. I had to unmake all 
my relationships with my family, friends, and the world. They get 
turned in and out like the visuals, and the body feelings, and then my 
personal relationships come back into shape or are made anew, 
better, clearer, with more room for love.  
 
During an ayahuasca trance experience in which her brother “dropped-in” or appeared 
in her visions, Kate remembered and felt a sense of obligation to visit her family, “I 
should spend more time with them”, she explains. A transformation of the qualities of 
social relationships are coupled with, cleared by, and indexed in, the temporary and 
radical bodily and sensory transformations occasioned by ayahuasca. “I had to 
unmake all my relationship”, Kate explains. In these sensory and bodily 
transformations, I argue, drawing upon Lambek’s abstraction (2010:39), is an ethics 
of language and action.  
 
Ethical speech acts, in ayahuasca trance articulations, involve the exercising of 
judgments that are based on the particular types of relational criteria that the 
individual brings to ayahuasca rituals and that provide the basis by which his or her 
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narrative accounts of trance are articulated. When Kate states, in reference to 
ayahuasca trance experiences, “my relationships come back into shape or are made 
anew, better, clearer”, she is making reference to the criteria by which her social 
relations are based and by which her ethical judgments are constituted. Thus, 
ayahuasca ceremonies entail highly embodied and sensory acts from which the 
criteria of judgments and social relations are reorganised. Kate reflected on her 
ayahuasca vision of her brother in ways that recalibrate her perceptions of their 
kinship ties.  
 
The theme of learning to be a better person and learning to cultivate better 
relationships with people is central to narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance in 
Australia. The accounts embody themes of ethical empowerment in which 
transformations of a psychic embodiment are commonly described in relational terms. 
For instance, Jane, a regular ayahuasca drinker, explained to me: 
 
On one journey, she [ayahuasca] showed me who I was especially 
while in confrontations with other people. I witnessed myself 
burning-off dark life-energy all in the name of proving I was right 
and the other person wrong. Once I witnessed this horrible self-
importance, it purged from my body with such ferocity I thought I 
was dying. But once this passed I felt a peace within myself I never 
knew existed. It has inspired me to be a better person, a better friend, 
and lover, a better sister. It is such a gift to have these plants in our 
lives (G,43) 
 
Psychic substances were purged from Jane’s body, and dark energy was burnt-off, in 
a process of becoming a “better person”.  The contents of visions and bodily 
processes of ayahuasca trance represent “objects of relatedness” (Bird-David 1999) in 
which social ties and social obligations are calibrated. 
 
Ayahuasca healing can represent a process by which the drinker terminates or rejects 
obligations and identities of social relations. For example, Pete, a sports coach and 
regular ayahuasca drinker, describes becoming a better person during a healing 
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process in which “dark” forces that are present in other people are being healed in 
him. Pete’s marriage was going through a crisis at the time that eventually resulted in 
divorce. His ayahuasca visions index ethical struggles and his changing relationship 
with his wife.  
 
It can be hard in ceremony sometimes. I’ve got family guilt 
sometimes. My sixteen-month year old son comes to me in visions, 
comes to help me and protect me. My partner doesn’t like me doing 
aya though. But I’m not going to limit my spirituality… Sometimes 
in ceremony there are angelic songs that come down and I’m like, I 
know those songs, like I’m from there, you know, I’m angelic in my 
true nature… We [humans] are all trying to get back to our divinity. 
We are fallen angels and what the mother [ayahuasca] does when she 
plugs into you and starts to wake you up is you start to become better 
people, you watch your diet and get healthier, becoming more in 
love with yourself and growing in your love with others. 
 
I can’t tell my family and work colleagues about ayahuasca or 
anyone other than the other drinkers. But I told my wife. And all the 
dark forces that are trying to hold me back are trying to work 
through my wife. They manifest all these fears in her mind. I am 
drifting away from them because I am getting healed.  
 
Similarly, Sarah, a thirty-five year old social worker, describes a process of ayahuasca 
healing that involves divorcing from her husband. Sarah had experienced post-natal 
depression for several years while living with her violent and physically abusive 
husband. She described to me how drinking ayahuasca healed her post-natal 
depression and anxiety and provided her with a basis for “moral knowing” which 
included a rearticulation of “beliefs” in relation to her family. 
 
The voices in my head were so loud and constant, twenty-four-
seven, for months. I was so scattered and hopeless then. About four 
hours after [drinking] aya the voices stopped and I all I can say is 
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that I felt like I was liberated but I couldn’t work out what I was 
liberated from. It was about three weeks later that I realised I was 
liberated from all the negative beliefs I had about myself. Liberated 
from my parents and the false beliefs and fears they instilled in me 
and liberated from my ex-husband. I was no longer responsible for 
anyone but myself and my children and whilst I used to know this 
intellectually I didn’t know it with certainty, with every cell in my 
body. I have always looked to others for answers. I no longer always 
do that as I now have access to a knowing that I didn’t have before, 
as no one taught me. I also have more compassion for people who 
are angry and fearful and dominating as I can now see how they are 
just in pain and don’t love or accept themselves… Prior to taking aya 
I had no idea who I was, what my morals and values in life where, 
what I wanted to do or be and I was thirty-four years old and married 
with two toddlers. After taking aya I left my husband, went back to 
school, moved-out, endured being dragged through the legal system 
by my ex and have never looked back. Why? Because I have that 
knowing inside that aya gives.  
 
 
These rearticulations of social and ethical life emerge in relation to contents of trance-
experiences that are characterised by highly embodied processes in which the drinker 
may undergo purging, sensory and cognitive fluxes, emotion dilation, and encounters 
with spirit beings and ecstatic realms. The examples above have been explored with 
regard to ecstatic trance narratives and forms of social relatedness in the social 
domain of family. Workplace or employment-relations are another dominant sphere 
of social life that articulations of ayahuasca visions may include. In the following 
example, Nick, a nurse working in a major hospital in Australia describes to me an 
account of ayahuasca trance that includes themes of overcoming inimical workplace 
relations and of a shift in his ethical comportment. The long and thorough account 
emerged in response to a question I asked, “Is it possible to drink ayahuasca too much 
or too regularly?”. He responded:  
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I think there are risks involved… but I think it largely comes down 
to intent, respect, preparation and effort. I’ve had some brutally hard 
experiences [during ayahuasca trances] but they had a positive 
outcome. I am willing face such suffering to cleanse myself and my 
spirit and hear the wisdom. 
 
I reply, “what type of wisdom do you hear?” 
 
During my last ceremony I was shown how I have a negative attitude 
at work. Work used to be a really toxic negative environment where 
I was being exploited and treated unfairly. The boss wasn’t there 
when needed, and transferring money to wrong places and leaving 
the mess for someone else to deal with, and fucking it up, and 
coming back. So this had been going on for years, and everyone 
pretty much had a bad attitude there, and would be like “that’s not 
my job go away”, and that’s where I ended up because I tried so hard 
to do the job well, I ended up pretty burnt out. I ended up in a 
situation where I felt I was being bullied at work. I was getting no 
support whatsoever. When I went to get support they said “maybe 
you should get a different job”, you know, just really bullshit 
attitudes all around. So I stopped doing anything that I considered 
taxing or difficult because I knew that I was wasting my time, and 
ended up in situations that were pretty mundane and not really doing 
anything challenging and I didn’t have to concentrate, so just, ah, 
you know, think and read books and do whatever to get through the 
day. And that had gone on for about a year and then the old manager 
left and we got a new manager who was already a part of our group 
and she has passion for the workplace and likes the department and 
so she was trying to change everything up and make it work 
effectively and my attitude was still like I am not going to do 
anything I don’t have to because I don’t trust these people to help me 
back and a lot of other people were the same way because every time 
it changed in the past they just gave us more work and left us to deal 
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with it. And so that was the situation when I had ayahuasca last, and, 
yeah, aya told me straight out in English really clearly ‘you’re 
misperceiving your work situation, you are actually the one who is 
resistant and is holding up changing in a positive way’… and that 
my new boss is trying to change things in a positive way… and it 
must be really fucking hard for her to be doing it and to be feeling 
that resistance and, I know the feeling of being unsupported in this 
workplace and that, umm, I really need to change my attitude and 
show my respect to her for what she is doing. And aya told me, you 
know, go and give her a big hug and tell her that you are on board 
and that you want to change the way you react at work. And I did it 
and it went down amazingly, like, we went from being very cautious 
and stiff around each other to really relaxed and easy in the space of 
five minutes, and, umm, I actually started enjoying working there 
again rather than just going there to past time and get money. 
 
Nick communicates to me his experience of revelation and bestowal of wisdom with a 
look of astonishment. Similarly, Lucy, a middle-aged cleaner working privately for a 
wealthy family in south Queensland, described developing muscular-skeletal 
problems due to the “negative and stressed-out” attitudes of the family that employs 
her. Sitting with her and her husband Roger in their lounge room in the outer suburbs 
of Brisbane, she described to me that the “emotional problems” of the family she 
works for have caused tension in her hands that have resulted in ulcerated knuckles 
and joints. The knowledge of this causation, she explained, came during one of her 
first ayahuasca trances.  
 
I felt really sad on Monday. One of the dogs pissed all over an 
antique silk carpet which I know costs them over two hundred 
thousand dollars, and this is a regular occurrence. It’s heart breaking. 
There is another side to this, because I know that I would never be 
able to afford what they have there, and it is so valuable. It’s all from 
different parts of the world. Each piece of furniture has been 
restored. I have done so much loving in waxing these antiques to 
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bring them up and keep them from drying out and cracking, and they 
let their animals go and piss all over them. I find it soul destroying. 
They don’t appreciate what they actually have. They are always too 
caught-up in their petty family dramas… Rather than them taking 
responsibility for their own family problems they have been pushing 
them onto me and it manifests in my hands because that is what I’m 
doing there, scrubbing furniture and stuff, using my hands… the 
relationships we have with people are the main source of sickness, 
but ayahuasca can help us clean out that gunk.  
 
She then described an ayahuasca healing experience in which insect spirits and “alien 
intelligences” performed various forms of healing on her. 
 
Minute, absolutely minute little bugs, like, metal ticks, tititicking 
through my body, 10,000 of them. They destroyed anything on my 
skin that needed healing. Then some bigger bugs entered and 
became, like, more liquidy once entering my body. They did so 
much intricate work on my spine… I felt that they were feeling 
complete utter joy in fixing my damage, like they were feeding of 
my sickness or something… they undid this zipper down my back 
then these bigger, like, hand-sized similar to spiders moved through 
my back and worked on every single joint… they were amazing, 
using their legs flicking out kind of calcification stuff… then some 
pray mantises came and did all this work on my shoulders and neck.  
 
In Lucy’s account, the ecstatic practices of ayahuasca visions heal or clean psychic 
dimensions of her body which became ill due to feelings of a lack of responsibility 
with regards to how the family she works for relate to each other and their wealth. 
Australian neoshamanic ayahuasca retreats provide ecstatic “spaces for the 
articulation of distress” (Nichter 2010) and this distress regularly has ethical import 
for drinkers which includes content on how they, and other people, ought to live. 
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The relational dimensions of ayahuasca trance-experiences, echoed and constructed in 
narrative accounts of trance, are typically framed by drinkers in terms of processes of 
learning, healing, and cultivating themselves spiritually. Drinkers learn about and 
develop deeper relations with the spirits and states of ayahuasca at the same time as 
reconstituting, rearticulating, and developing good and healthy social and familial 
relations or terminating those that are deemed not good or healthy. Through drinking 
ayahuasca, Kate remembered about and invigorated her relationship with her brother 
and her family, Pete redefined aspects of his failing marriage, Sarah described gaining 
an inner knowing and foundation of morals that relates to her plight of divorce and 
overcoming post-natal depression, and Nick and Lucy encountered and healed issues 
related to their respective employers. In these examples, ayahuasca practices of 
vomiting malevolent or toxic psychic substances from the body and of encountering 
and being healed by spirit beings and cosmological principles, involve processes in 
which everyday relational ethics are rearticulated. The ethical sensibilities of the 
drinkers, or their notions of social obligation and becoming “better people” are 
foregrounded and empowered in acts and articulations of trance. Through considering 
the accounts of trance in general, it appears that the fluxes in the experience of bodily 
process (various forms of purging) and in perceptions and sensory experience during 
trance (various forms of visual, auditory, olfactory, and tactile experience) are 
experienced and articulated by drinkers in ways that involve fluxes in social relations. 
 
Drinking ayahuasca, the individual finds him or herself in processes of redefining or 
rearticulating his or her relationships with other people and the world. The spiritual 
substances, visions, and spirits of ayahuasca trance constitute failures and promises in 
“moral sociality” (Londono Sulkin 2005:13). With vision, sound, touch, and smell 
intimately tied to the immanence of emotional and intentional experience, and with an 
enhanced intensity and acuity across the senses, the ayahuasca trance lends itself to 
reflexive dispositions given the sheer alien nature of the experience. By intensifying 
their experiences with unique and distinct perceptual modulations, synesthetic 
resonances, emotion dilations, dramatic bodily processes, and encounters with spirit 
entities and states, ayahuasca drinkers dislodge the everyday which then throws the 
everyday into view. The contents of trance (in visions and purging) represent “objects 
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of relatedness” (Bird-David 1999) in which everyday social relations and ethical 
sensibilities are thrown into view and redefined. 
 
Ineffability and developmental ethics 
To summarise, there are various dimensions of liminality involved in the practice of 
ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia in which trance experiences and practices of 
narration represent forms of self-healing and means of reconstituting everyday ethics. 
Ayahuasca retreats in Australia are typically held during the weekend, or what may be 
termed the in-between zone of the typical employment period of Monday to Friday. 
Ceremonies are typically held at night and in darkness. Condensing these temporal 
modes of week and daytime liminality, the drinker may find him or herself perturbing 
the perception of time itself during ecstatic experiences of ayahuasca trance. The 
eternal and infinite realms that ayahuasca trance disclosures to drinkers involves 
experiences that may be felt, seen, and heard, and the most healing of these 
experiences are typically described as being ultimately beyond human sensation, 
reasoning, and thought. A described ineffability of a total reconfiguration — and in 
some cases annihilation — of sensation and cognitive faculties condenses and 
transcends various dimensions of everyday life that subsequently become unpacked 
and “integrated” in narrative accounts of trance in ways that transform their 
constituents, or at least that is what drinkers hope will happen. With a nod to 
anthropologist of Tukanoan ayahuasca [yagé] shamanism Gerardo Riechel-
Dolmatoff’s advice to anthropologist Luis Eduardo Luna, I here approach this liminal 
practice with a multidisciplinary bent in an attempt to help explain the 
phenomenology of ayahuasca trance and its power with regard to everyday ethics 
(Luna 2014). To do this, I explore studies of the physiology, cultural acquisition, and 
social development of babies and infants, which, I argue, offer clues with regard to 
understanding the protean nature of everyday ethics in the practice of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism. 
 
Ineffable qualities of ayahuasca trance experience appear to be central to the liminal 
power of the retreats and the reconstitution of everyday ethical speech acts. Reflecting 
upon trance experiences, drinkers routinely produce complex metaphysical and 
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aesthetically-detailed accounts of healing that are based upon articulations of what 
have been described by indigenous ayahuasca shamans (Townsley 1993, Rubenstein 
2012), and philosophers and psychologists (McKenna 1994, Shanon 2002a) as 
experiences that are elusive or problematic to language — a quality that Australian 
ayahuasca drinkers typically ascribe to the experience. 
 
While the ineffability of ayahuasca trance experiences is based upon the experiencing 
of sensory and bodily experiences that are described as being beyond or problematic 
to thought, language, and symbol, drinkers do not typically describe experiencing 
amnesia or forgetting the trance-experiences; a characteristic that has been noted in 
various forms of spirit possession (Crapanzo & Garrison 1977). The trance 
experiences are remembered clearly — or as clear as any other experience — yet 
language, drinkers explain, fails to fully accommodate the trance.  
 
By considering the phenomenology of ayahuasca trance accounts shared in Australian 
ayahuasca circles — and in particular with regard to ineffable sensory, bodily, and 
affective states of trance experience — in parallel with studies of child development, 
the practice of ayahuasca appears to involve similar processes to the affective, 
cognitive and biological cultural development of young humans.  
 
Drinkers describe experiencing highly affective and emotional states during 
ayahuasca trance, and this dilation of emotion is corroborated by studies of the 
neurological effects of ayahuasca (de Araujo et al 2012). Human babies begin to 
orient themselves primarily with affect from which they recognise “verbal, vocal, 
tactile and expressive” means of communication from caregivers (see Moore 
2012:54). Sharing a primacy of affect, the orientation of babies and the heights of 
ayahuasca trance experiences are both constituted by a non-linguistic state of 
experience that is followed by acquisitions of novel systems of communication and 
symbols. In the context of child development, the association of particular affective 
states with particular bodily gestures, facial expressions, verbal cues and other modes 
of expression, eventually become the grounds by which values and cultural norms are 
stabilised. By radically transforming the grounds by which cultural norms and social 
experience are stabilised, the sensory and bodily ecstasy of ayahuasca trance appears 
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to induce fundamental processes of human development. Henrietta Moore outlines the 
biological cultural development of baby and child. 
 
Certain patterns of behavior become associated with affect and with 
visual and vocal stimuli that the baby later recognizes as symbols 
that are consistent, and around which the child can begin to organise 
actions and interactions with others… human socialization is based 
on affective, neurological and biological development, but in ways 
that allow humans to augment their bodily and cognitive capacities. 
Biology becomes enmeshed in social life… (Moore 2012:54) 
 
Certain patterns of behavior are prompted and learned, then become 
salient and are saturated with affect. Over time, children learn to 
reflect on words and objects and stabilize their value, and this finally 
leads to speech-mediated communication and then context-free 
conversation. (Moore 2012:56) 
 
I do not wish to imply that ayahuasca drinkers are reduced to babies during trance 
experiences, but simply to point to the fact that drinkers describe entering radical 
sensory and bodily states that are beyond language and that are saturated with affect. 
These states become resources in speech acts that involve the reconstitution of 
everyday ethics. A process of “returning” to a non-linguistic state of experience from 
an already developed assemblage of bodily and sensory cultural techniques, values, 
and norms, and then “returning” back to the developed state, involves a similar 
though different process to babies and children that are simply acquiring, reflecting 
upon, and stabilising values and cultural norms. The types of ecstatic social 
relatedness that exist on the levels of bodily and sensory experience in ayahuasca 
neoshamanism appear to somewhat mirror phenomenological processes of social and 
cultural development in infants. 
 
The ayahuasca healing experiences that drinkers tend to explain are the most “strong” 
or powerful include forms of ineffable mystical union with all nature, the cosmos, and 
the source of existence — as explored in greater detail in the next chapter. Drinkers 
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also at times describe experiences that are less “strong” and less problematic to 
language. The most significant, or the heights of neoshamanic, ayahuasca trance 
experiences appear to exploit similar processes to baby and child development insofar 
as the trance experiences present radical sensory and bodily states that are non-
linguistic and are saturated with affect, and are followed by rites in which drinkers 
attempt to “ground”, “anchor”, or “integrate” the ineffable experiences with 
articulations that are instructive to everyday ethics. The cultural body is annihilated 
during the heights of trance and replaced by a sensory and bodily relationalism with 
spirits, nature, and all existence and these trance experiences are followed by rites of 
narration in which the cultural body is inscribed afresh with rearticulations of 
everyday ethics. Thus, the process of the weekend ayahuasca neoshamanic retreat 
appears to represent a contracted sequence of biological cultural and social 
development. 
 
Symbolic healing and ethics 
The instructiveness of ayahuasca trance experience to everyday ethics pivots upon 
etiological processes in which drinkers are attempting to heal illness, disease, social 
disorder, and other afflictive conditions. Reflecting upon trance experiences of 
purging and visions, ayahuasca drinkers routinely construct meanings that involve 
poetics that are directed towards establishing natural harmony, social harmony and 
individual wellbeing. Social and moral dimensions of the drinker’s life are 
rearticulated or reconstituted in the sharing-round discourse. Thus, Michael 
Herzfeld’s notion that forms of curing are akin to literary restoration finds itself at 
home in an analysis of the practice of ayahuasca healing in Australia. 
 
Illness, like healing, is a mode of expression; the curing process can 
thus be seen as a kind of readjustment of one text to the idiom of 
another. In this sense, then, pain is the expression of disorder in the 
patient’s social, moral, bodily, or material environment, while curing 
— a sort of “philology of the body” — textually restores that 
environment to a unified order in much the same way as certain 
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scholars try to restore the original form of a multilayered literary 
work. (Herzfeld 1986:108) 
 
This theory is reminiscent of a much wider project in anthropology that is focused on 
exploring ways in which acts of “symbolic healing” involve an attempt at bringing 
order to mythic disorder (Lévi-Strauss 1967:196; Munn 1973:595-597; Spiro 
1967:151-156). In contrast, Taussig (1987), discussing aspects of yagé (ayahuasca) 
use in the Putumayo region of Upper Amazonia, argued that certain ayahuasca 
ceremonies in the region do not represent attempts at establishing mythic order but are 
expressions of the disorder of colonial brutality and the terrifying effects of capitalist 
modes of production on the lives of indigenous Amazonian and mestizo workers. The 
narrative accounts of healing that ayahuasca drinkers in Australia routinely share with 
each other appear to reflect the practice of instituting social order given how the 
accounts involve themes of establishing harmonic social and natural order. The order 
or harmony that ecstatic trance states disclose to drinkers represents a blueprint for 
types of social and cultural conditions and relations that are deemed healthy and 
sacred. This narrative restoration involves means of imagining different social and 
cultural ideals — as outlined in chapter 6 — and draws upon the same ecstatic 
resources that drinkers tap when reconstituting everyday social relations. 
 
The moral inversion of ayahuasca  
In the typical social imagination of Australian citizens, ayahuasca appears to be group 
with other “illicit drugs” — such as MDMA, LSD, cocaine, and heroin — and carries 
perceptions of criminality, immorality, and pathology. There appears to be a moral 
inversion present at the intersection of ayahuasca drinkers beliefs and this general 
imagination in Australia. Australian ayahuasca drinkers do not refer to ayahuasca as a 
“drug” but as a “plant medicine” and a “plant spirit” and they tend to understand their 
use of ayahuasca in a way that involves a direct inversion of wider public perceptions 
of drug use. While medical institutions and the general public typically 
perceive heroin, ecstasy, and cocaine as offering pleasurable experiences with 
subsequent detrimental effects to health and moral character (i.e. addiction and 
dilapidated bodies & criminality and desperation), those who drink ayahuasca in 
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Australia explain that ayahuasca occasions often unpleasurable 
immediate experiences (vomiting, disturbing visions, and emotional turmoil) with 
subsequent positive effects to wellbeing and moral character. In the formalised 
sharing-round circles that occur in the morning after each ayahuasca ceremony, 
drinkers reflect on their visions or revelations and publicly articulate meaning about 
the experiences in an attempt to “integrate”, “download”, or “ground” types 
of healing and wisdom into their everyday lives. As detailed in these articulations, 
people drink ayahuasca for a large variety of reasons. Themes include, though not 
exclusively, seeking healing and wisdom in relation to distress associated with family, 
friend, or workplace spheres, and the seeking of artistic inspiration and 
entrepreneurial insight. Ayahuasca revelations provide a source of moral 
empowerment and evaluative judgment that becomes pronounced in oral 
performances that are typically characterised by an economy of expressive wellbeing 
and visionary poetics.  
 
Conclusions 
 
The forms of social relatedness explored in this chapter include examples of 
ayahuasca drinkers rearticulating and reconstituting relations to other people while 
experiencing and reflecting upon trance experiences. The trance experiences involve 
relational modes of personhood indexed in dramatic bodily processes of purging and 
dramatic sensory experiences of visions, and the fluxes and characteristics of these 
processes and experiences inform fluxes in perceptions of social relations and 
everyday life. The spirits and designs in visions and the fluids of expulsion in 
processes of vomiting and sweating, represent “objects of relatedness” (Bird-David 
1999) that underpin the articulations of changing social obligations, responsibilities, 
and duties narrated by ayahuasca drinkers.  
 
I have tried to show in the final parts of this chapter that structural dynamics in the 
phenomenology of ayahuasca trance practices in Australia reflect processes of baby 
and child development insofar as a hierarchy of affect over language underpins the 
learning of cultural norms and their encoding with the body. This hypothesis may 
help to explain the power of ayahuasca trance experiences in intervening upon 
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everyday ethics, given an affinity with the fundamental ways value and cultural norms 
are ordered with the body during baby and child development. The emphasis on 
everyday life with regard to the narrative accounts of trance that the sharing-round 
ritual defines, gives a level of purchase to how the acts of trance resemble forms of 
narrative restoration in which the past and its relationship to the body and the senses 
are ascribed new meanings. 
 
To import the conclusions from chapter 2 on ritual, the practice of re-encoding 
everyday ethics during ecstatic trances is typically performed outside the domains of 
everyday life. Although articulating accounts of ayahuasca trance is approached as a 
form of healing in-itself for drinkers, drinkers typically do not articulate accounts of 
ayahuasca trance to non-ayahuasca-drinkers given that people “may not care”, or that 
people will misunderstand the experiences as pathological, deviant, and criminal. The 
confining of the practice of healing to a social milieu removed from the actual objects 
of the healing practice appears to be partially constituted by drug prohibition — or the 
scheduling of the ayahuasca plants as illegal drugs — and related forms of media 
representations that inform public perceptions of ayahuasca causing, for example, 
“brain damage”. The moral panic that surrounds ayahuasca use in Australia and that 
appears to result in the wide dissemination of incorrect medical evidence about the 
biological effects of the chemical compounds, further promotes the liminal social 
practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism by making the practice more “outside” the 
everyday social lives of drinkers and making it more private and individual for 
drinkers. Drug prohibition in this context thus appears to represent a technology of the 
self that shapes the social acts by which healing is achieved and virtue defined. The 
orating of ayahuasca trance ethical speech acts outside the social situations of which 
they are concerned with, represents a practice of healing in which ecstatically-
informed social obligations are defined and cultivated in private.  
 
This practice of reconstituting and rearticulating everyday ethics is embedded in emic 
metaphysics of ayahuasca neoshamanism that have import to the achieving of certain 
types of personhood, which the next chapter investigates. 
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Chapter 5. Metaphysics and cosmology  
 
There is no one metaphysics of ayahuasca neoshamanism. A ritual structure that 
encourages a highly pluralistic metaphysics may allude to a kind of metaphysics of 
individualism and part of this chapter involves developing an understanding of the 
relationship between social organisation and the types of knowing that Australian 
ayahuasca neoshamanism generates. As detailed in chapter 1 and chapter 2, the social 
organisation of Australian society may be described in general terms as individualistic 
and resembling other societies characterised by advanced forms of capitalism. The 
ritual structure of ayahuasca ceremonies appears to have formed in a way that 
accommodates this individualism. Yet in the mental latticework of the metaphysics of 
narrative accounts of ayahuasca neoshamanism are logics that represent a generative 
source of social organisation in which neat boundaries between the individual, nature 
and other people dissolve. With this in mind, this chapter examines the metaphysics 
of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia in terms of how the metaphysics reflect and 
shape or enable social order in the lives of drinkers. It also examines the key 
cosmological formulation of “society” and “nature” of ayahuasca neoshamanism, 
which includes an analysis of how the practice of healing encodes environmentalist 
values and politics and how the practice is situated among similar cultural groups in 
Australia. 
 
The ontological status of spirits  
Ayahuasca drinking in Australia exists within a recent cultural history in which trance 
contents or “visions” that emerge when consuming psychoactive substances similar to 
ayahuasca — such as LSD and psilocybe mushrooms — have been associated with 
fancifulness, delusion, psychosis or “hallucinations” by medical intuitions, medical 
professionals, and dominant channels of media (Langlitz 2013). The codification and 
experiencing of ayahuasca trance content by participants in Australian represents a 
radical departure from these associations. Seemingly somewhat reactive to the 
“mainstream” narratives of psychedelic fancifulness and pathology, the reality and 
ontological status of the contents of ayahuasca visions is an important point of 
discussion among Australian ayahuasca drinkers.  
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There appear to be two dominant cosmological schemas of visions present among 
drinkers. The first involves descriptions and conceptions that may be labelled 
animistic, in which ayahuasca “plant-spirits” and “spirit beings” that appear in visions 
embody an ontological status and distinctiveness similar to that of humans. Spirits, in 
this schema, are persons, special types of persons, that may be powerful, wise, and 
with “finer” and “higher” “frequencies” of being than humans. The second 
ontological schema involves descriptions and conceptions that may be labelled 
psychological or folk-psychological, in which the “entities” and “beings” that appear 
in visions represent symbolic dimensions of the self or projections of the inner psyche 
of the individual.  
 
While some drinkers and ritual specialists engage together in debates that are 
constituted by differences between the two cosmological schemas, most drinkers and 
ritual specialists conceive of them as not being mutually exclusive and disarm the 
debates with notions of a relativity of truth. “They are two ways of saying the same 
thing”, drinkers will assert, and while the metaphysics of the two appear to represent 
radically different projects — that includes differences in the ways in which the 
individual experiences, relates to, and conceptualises their practice of drinking 
ayahuasca — ritual specialists conflate the two in terms of the influence of visionary 
trance content on the everyday lives of the drinkers. For example, I asked the ritual 
specialist Daksha how he manages and responds to this metaphysical rift of animism 
and folk-psychologism that exists among ayahuasca drinkers in Australia. He states: 
 
They are both right and not necessarily exclusive or opposing.  They 
are part of the same plenum. They are just different ways of 
explaining things. I use a combination of the two because on a higher 
lever we are all one. It just depends on which language you want to 
use. I jump from one to the other depending on who I’m talking to.  
 
Drinkers describe how during ceremonies they gain access to what are typically 
invisible dimensions of existence that significantly guide thought, emotion, action, 
and morality. The trance experiences, in terms of both cosmological schemas, 
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represent an intervention into a highly constructive domain of everyday life. For 
example, Daska continued: 
 
These other worlds or other layers of consciousness are completely 
guiding people’s lives even if they don’t realise it — that doesn’t 
matter if you want to call it the world of the spirits or the archetypal 
reality of the collective subconscious and the shadow that is 
affecting your being. 
 
The belief and truth of trance visions 
In order to further conceptualise aspects of social organisation in neoshamanic 
practices of generating narratives about ayahuasca trance experiences, it is useful to 
first map the drinkers’ metaphysics of differences and boundaries between everyday 
consciousness and ayahuasca visions. These conceptions include a variety of axioms 
and principles and underpinning this variety is a conflation of the verbs “to know” 
and “to believe”. Individual ayahuasca drinkers may articulate a variety of beliefs that 
appear contradictory on some levels of analysis — for example, conflating animistic 
beliefs with a depersonalised folk-psychologism — yet they are achieved with various 
logics that are encompassed by a kind of metaphysics of relativism. I use the term 
“beliefs” here with some reluctance given the charge of ethnocentricity that it has 
received from various anthropologists (Needham 1972, Pouillon 1982, Asad 1993, 
Robbins 2007). For example, Needham, drawing upon Evans-Pritchard’s ethnography 
of Azande witchcraft and his own fieldwork in Sarawak of Penan social life, 
recognised that certain languages do not have an equivalent for the concept of “to 
believe that”. In these social contexts, the ontological status of spirits is not a 
question. A spirit’s powers, credibility, morality and such may be subject to 
interpretation and dispute. But people do not “believe” that spirits exist. Spirits simply 
exist. In parallel with such matters, while exploring the non-universal nature of the 
notion of “belief”, Robbins (2007:14) notes that the verb “to believe” embodies a 
level of doubt or problematisation that is not forthcoming in the verb “to know”.  
 
142 
 
These two verbs conflate in the cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism where “my 
truth” and “my belief” may be different to “your truth” or “her truth” yet equally 
authentic and real. Responding to and helping to reproduce this pluralism, Australian 
ritual specialist Daksha described to me that he “gives ayahuasca to twenty different 
people” and receives “twenty different reports” — alluding to the diversity of 
accounts of ayahuasca visions. Furthermore, in describing to me his duties of holding-
space or conducting rituals, Daksha explained his lack of duty in mediating and 
authorising the drinkers’ beliefs. The spirit of ayahuasca, he states: 
 
said I only require a few things, that the circle is held well and is 
safe, that there is a focus and people are available and that there is an 
element of trust in the room of good energy, and she said whatever 
you want to believe on top of that is your business, I just need those 
conditions to work.  
 
This type of “radical relativism” of belief has been noted in other forms of alternative 
spirituality, where New Age specialists implicitly do not “ask anyone to endorse a 
specific message or set of beliefs” (Brown 2002:110).  
 
While there is a great diversity of visions and understandings that emerge among 
ayahuasca drinkers, a common question that circulates among ayahuasca drinkers is 
whether the spirits are independent agents of a cosmological stratum that exists 
separate to the ayahuasca drinker’s mind. Are they persons and beings in-themselves 
or are they reflections and aspects of the drinker’s own psyche? Ritual specialists and 
drinkers may overcome this metaphysical chasm through conflating notions of belief 
and truth. Ayahuasca visions, one drinker explained to me, are “equally real and 
equally unreal” (L,18). A contingent quality of belief and truth involves a general 
appreciation of difference that mirrors, informs, and may be informed by everyday 
experiences and perceptions of alterity among ayahuasca drinkers. The doubling over 
or conflating of the verbs “to believe” and “to know” creates a transitory dynamic of 
understanding for healing and wisdom to travel from one cosmic domain to another; 
blurring the sacred and the profane or ayahuasca visions and ordinary perception.  
The encompassing of the real with belief does not diminish the value of the real for 
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ayahuasca drinkers given that they tend to maintain an evaluative judgment that the 
diverse and contradictory metaphysics of ayahuasca experience each may contain 
depths of “real life” or everyday significance in their own right. The result is a radical 
form of autonomy in which drinkers absorb responsibilities of belief-authority that 
may exist around the ritual specialist or ceremony “facilitator”. There is a certain 
pressure of autonomy implied in the notion that reality is the product of belief — 
particularly when this notion exists in a social sphere in which multiple beliefs are 
seen in visions and routinely articulated in sharing-round rites.  
 
Given the noted darkness of ayahuasca rituals and the prohibitions on typical or 
everyday forms of social interaction in ceremony, drinkers may find may themselves 
entering very different visionary landscapes to one another. The ritual conventions of 
holding-space (as outlined in chapter 2) provides a social framework that appears to 
couple with an ideological underpinning of belief and reflect and privilege the 
ayahuasca drinker as autonomous and invested in the reality of his or her visions — 
even when these visions confound metaphysics of animism and psychologism or with 
the beliefs of other drinkers.  
 
Psychic “Oneness” 
There is a complex metaphysical principle termed “oneness” in Australia ayahuasca 
neoshamanism that plays a key role in mediating this diversity of belief. I will 
introduce the emic notion within a context of everyday talk among drinkers and then 
discuss the principle’s logic in the context of drinkers’ narratives of healing and 
ecstatic trance experiences, demonstrating various dimensions of the relational 
qualities of the principle. During an ayahuasca retreat on the east coast of Australia, 
participants arrived to the weekend event and were informally socialising for a period 
before the ritual. While discussing ayahuasca visions they had experienced, one 
drinker made a comment that he does not believe in spirits or gods and that the 
content of ayahuasca visions are shaped by the unconscious of the individual 
experiencing the visions. Another member interjected, stating that “spirit beings are 
real” and that the individual’s unconscious determines the types of spirits that he or 
she will attract in visions. Both drinkers agree that aspects of the self of the individual 
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shape the contents of visions, and both agree that the contents of visions are 
constructive of the self of the individual. The competing perspectives, or “beliefs” or 
“truths”, then found a meeting ground when one drinker stated and the other agreed 
that “We are all one, ultimately”. In this instance, the drinkers were referring to a 
complex monistic metaphysical principle in which a psychic and fractal order 
underpins all existence. The principle also underpins a relativism of belief in 
Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism given that it can encompass all variations in 
metaphysics by virtue of referring to ecstatic experiences deemed ultimately ineffable, 
beyond language, or beyond what drinkers sometimes term the “monkey mind” of 
humans. The practicing of these ecstatic experiences, and the way they may disarm 
metaphysical contradictions between drinkers, is an example of the broader New Age 
movement’s “remarkable ability to fashion contradictory ideas into an overarching 
vision that still privileges individual experience” (Brown 2002:120). When I asked 
the ritual specialist Daksha how he responds to and manages the contradiction of 
animistic beliefs and de-personalised folk-psychological beliefs among drinkers, he 
replied, as noted above, that he uses “a combination of the two because on a higher 
lever we are all one”. Notions of a metaphysical unity of spirit that underpins all 
existence include references to “everything being vibrations” or “frequencies of 
being” and these notions may level-out or relativise truth and belief in relation to 
contradictory accounts of ayahuasca visions. 
 
The “higher level” of “oneness” that drinkers describe and articulate appears to 
represents what Brown termed a “species of relativism” that is “so absolute that each 
of us comes to occupy a nearly autonomous universe” (2002:116). A contradiction 
follows, however, in which the metaphysical principle of “oneness” concomitantly 
refers to an ultimate unity among humans, nature, thoughts, actions, dreams, visions, 
and, indeed, existence. This “oneness” appears to have purchase in the social milieu 
of ayahuasca drinkers somewhat due to that fact that the trance experiences of 
“becoming one with the cosmos” are typically deemed the most powerful experiences 
of self-healing and gaining self-knowledge.  For example, Jane described an 
ayahuasca trance experience in which becoming “one” with other people, the earth 
and universe is predicated upon renouncing her “old behaviours”.  
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[Ayahuasca trance experiences provide] a feeling of lightness, 
massive jumps in perception and compassion. There seems to truly 
be no limit to how much we are able to open our hearts. To be 
guided through letting-go of old behaviour patterns that inhibit our 
ability to connect with the earth, other people and animals and the 
universe is an honour and a joy. Some journeys are remarkable and 
healing through their sheer bliss. She can take you to a space where 
you become the “I AM” presence, to be melded with the earth, the 
outer galaxies. To feel the motion of everything within your soul and 
be able to love it all. To look at yourself, as you are now, through the 
eyes of the medicine or the earth and have ultimate compassion and 
love for your craziness, your smallness, and see to the heart of it, the 
beauty and divine expression that every consciousness is. (G,28) 
 
The “oneness” of existence may be described in relation to a similar cosmological 
principle knows as “source” or the “source” of existence; a kind of omega point in 
which all existence, on all “vibrations” or levels of being, is born or generated. These 
principles are typically included, in some form, in the types of narrative accounts of 
trance that drinkers explain are the most significant, healing, and profound. The 
accounts that include encountering or becoming “one” include a metaphysics of 
cosmic relationality that may concomitantly reverberate through various aspects of 
everyday social life. For example, Kate, a regular ayahuasca drinker, described her 
first ayahuasca experience and becoming integrated with the universe and 
simultaneously learning how to love people better. 
 
I was terrified but then in ultimate bliss when I found source. I never 
imagined that so much love could exist. I remember coming out of it 
saying... that was like having 50,000 orgasms at once but without it 
being sexual… It blew my mind that so much love existed, and that 
there was a place in me and everywhere that is everything. I literally 
felt loved by everyone on earth… it was life changing… ayahuasca 
became my spirituality… or actually it is not my spirituality but my 
contact with spirituality… not an identity but a relationship of 
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learning about myself and how the universe works, and how I 
integrate with the universe and become more connected with life. I 
can love people better and fuller now.  
 
Kate’s and Jane’s experiences of becoming the universe are described as being 
followed by moments of realisation in which positive emotions are elevated by a 
sense of connection with everything. The longing for harmony, in social life, and with 
regard to the place of humans on earth (or in relation to the nonhuman world), may be 
radically experienced on the levels of the body and senses during the ecstatic trance 
experiences. These experiences, drinkers explain, are a basis for developing types of 
outstanding moral character. For example, a drinker explained.  
 
Many people who drink ayahuasca are leaders and examples for 
others. We have our light to share and to teach others respect and 
compassion, and to share wisdom to others that there is a purpose to 
life, that there is a better way to live in harmony with ourselves, the 
planet and the universe. (O,19) 
 
Trance experiences of “becoming one with everything” and seeing the source of 
creation appear to represent an absolute achievement of relationalism in which the 
individual is encompassed by the all. The experience is humbling, drinkers explain, 
and is said to deflate the ego or self. In narrative accounts of trance, this deflation of 
the self may involve discourse in which an inflation of the significance of other 
persons, human and nonhuman persons, and the constituting of deeper bonds of 
relationality are codified. But as Brown has indicated, this type of “radical relativism 
and… autonomy of experience are ideals” (2002:116). And it appears that 
neoshamanic ayahuasca drinkers are aware of this given the emphasis they place on 
the need to “integrate” the trance experiences into social zones of everyday life, 
because, as Daksha explained, without doing that the experiences are “as worthless as 
a dream”.  
 
The metaphysical principle of “oneness” may be employed and described by ritual 
specialists in relation to their practices of holding-space or conducting rituals. Some 
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ritual specialists describe performing covert forms of healing on people during 
ceremonies. They “translocate” or travel psychically through the ritual circle and 
assist individual’s to undergo healing through bringing them “into alignment with the 
one”. In a discussion with Jim about what holding-space consists of, he stated: 
 
Often I feel like I am simply responding to a need. The need, 
whether that is for healing or learning or whatever, the need comes 
from a place of oneness. I always try and bring things back to the 
reality that everything is one, anything that appears to be different to 
that is simply a surface manifestation of the underlying oneness, and 
in that sense often if something is unfolding for somebody I’ll try to 
tune-in to what I know as that current of unity and do what’s needed 
to help the receiver of healing fall in to line with what is unfolding. 
 
By “what is unfolding” Jim is referring to the complexity of phenomenological 
interiorities that may characterise ayahuasca trance. The diversity of interiorities or 
visions that represent a “difficult journey” and healing process is here conceptualised 
as reflecting a separation between the individual and the “oneness” of existence. 
Abilities of holding-space thus become grounded in this cosmological precept that 
represents both a unifying principle by which disparate journeys are understood and 
linked and by which healing occurs.  
 
Nature and society 
There are elaborate and multidimensional philosophies among Australian ayahuasca 
drinkers that are based upon a monistic cosmology in which the earth and all living 
creatures and objects are described as being interconnected by invisible energies, 
designs, or spirit(s). The spirit of ayahuasca, La Madre Ayahuasca, may be referred to 
by drinkers as a powerful spirit that gives access to the Great Spirit that connects all 
things, or also as the spirit that connects and is all things. Central to conceptions of 
this monistic cosmology, ayahuasca drinkers have creatively reinvented or summoned 
the Ancient Greek goddess “Gaia” in ways that relate to popular depictions of Mother 
Nature, and certain New Age formulations (see Hanegraaff 1996:156). Central to the 
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metaphysics of ayahuasca neoshamanism are various logics that rest upon a division 
between nature and society. As examined in chapter 6 on ayahuasca neoshamanism 
and cultural critique, the division between nature and society represents a key 
etiological structure by which sickness is codified and healing is achieved.  
 
The division between nature and society in the cosmology of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism involves the production of an evaluation of various types of 
environment; including urban, social, and ecological. Plant-spirits, Gaia, and the 
natural world represent a depository of healing energies and intelligence that may 
intervene upon the social. There are certain types of distinctions that emerge between 
characterisations of Gaia in the ancient Greek context, in the scientific theories of 
Lovelock, in New Age formulations, and among ayahuasca drinkers, that illustrate the 
mercurial and shapeshifting nature of the deity across the different contexts. The 
metaphysics of nature and society in Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism involves 
various similarities between other alternative spiritualities and represents a means of 
understandings the social structure of the ayahuasca drinkers in relation to similar 
cultural groups. 
 
The notion of Gaia condenses a complex series of values that are shared by New Age 
spiritualities and environmentalist groups and politics. In the early period of the 
summer of 2012, at the outdoor camping festival entitled EntheonGaia, several 
ayahuasca facilitators participated in the formal events of the gathering, including 
conducting the theatrical Opening Ceremony event of the festival. Camping in the 
sweltering tropical heat, we spent three days participating in workshops, listening to 
talks and lectures, swimming in pristine rivers, eating organic foods, and dancing to 
live music. The event was largely alcohol free and was described as being focused on 
building community, distributing knowledge and skills, and to some extent, healing 
and recreational activities. The event’s website explains. 
 
EntheonGaia is a convergence of like minds and tribes from across 
Australia and around the world who are gathering to reunite our 
global community by facilitating a shared space for learning, 
connection, stability and joy in Far Nth Qld. "EntheonGaia" is a 
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merger of two words, "Entheon", and "Gaia". "Entheon" is a term 
derived from the ancient Greek "Entheos", which literally means the 
"God (theos) within". An Entheon is an entity which discovers God, 
or divine inspiration, within itself. "Gaia" was the goddess of the 
Earth in the ancient Greek religion. According to the "Gaia 
hypothesis", plants, animals, and inorganic compounds are 
interconnected as a dynamic system, making the Earth itself one 
living organism. (EntheonGaia 2012) 
 
The name of the event is also partially a reference to the popular psychedelic 
neologism “entheogen” that classifies psychoactive compounds — such as LSD, 
ayahuasca, and san pedro cactus — under a religious rubric. The term was coined by 
(Ruck et al. 1979) in the early 1970s in an attempt to replace and reinvent the 
psychedelic associations drawn by popular American culture in the 1960s with 
something more religious in nature. The EntheonGaia festival included lectures and 
discussions about “Medicinal plants, Consciousness, Ancient Wisdom, Contemporary 
Culture issues” and provided “a platform to openly explore Medicinal plants, 
Spirituality, Ritual, and Science” (EntheonGaia 2012). The gathering hosted a variety 
of workshops that included participatory activities on permaculture, organic foods, 
horticulture, botany, herbalism, Chinese medicine, South American shamanism, bush 
survival, weaving, community living, and visionary art. It included a variety of 
healing and meditation workshops on singing, dancing, using crystals/precious-stones, 
and visualisation techniques. A major theme of several of the workshops and lectures 
included references to a “big shift”, a spiritual revolution, that the human species and 
the earth were said to be experiencing; with references to the then imminent popular 
psychedelic and New Age apocalypse of 2012 (Hanegraaff 2009).  
 
The topic of ayahuasca was a major theme at EntheonGaia. Some people at the event 
commented, and playfully lamented, that the festival should have been called 
EntheonAya. Five prominent Australian ayahuasca ritual specialists presented on 
discussion panels, gave lectures and workshops, and performed songs and rituals. The 
event illustrates parts of the broader social milieu and values that ayahuasca drinkers 
and ritual specialists inhabit. In chapter 2, it was noted that there are varying degrees 
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of belongingness among ayahuasca drinkers in terms of their relationship to 
ayahuasca neoshamanism being a “community”. The ayahuasca-related events at 
EntheonGaia appeared to attract participants that, I would argue, are more aligned to 
ayahuasca neoshamanism as a “community”.  
 
 “EntheonGaia is a convergence of like minds and tribes” (EntheonGaia 2012), and 
certain of these “tribes” or cultural groups do not drink ayahuasca but do share values 
of environmentalism, organic produce and medicines, and New Age spiritualities. The 
earth goddess Gaia unites Australian ayahuasca drinkers with each other, with 
cognate “tribes”, and with nature. This is both a sociological fact or function on the 
level in which ayahuasca drinkers collectively ascribe to the nature goddess, and on 
the level of cosmology where Gaia is conceived as, what Hanegraaff terms, an 
‘organicistic holism’ (1996:155) that unifies existence from the perspective of the 
natural world.  
 
The holistic natural cosmology of Gaia presents itself in radically available ways to 
Australian ayahuasca drinkers. The profound sensory, emotional, and cognitive 
qualities or the altered state of ayahuasca trance is commonly described by Australian 
drinkers in terms that include merging with or encountering a sacred natural world, 
Gaia, and the maternal plant-spirit ayahuasca. For example, the ritual specialist 
Daksha explained: 
 
She [ayahuasca] can rather be a healer or a teacher or she can open 
you up into intimate knowledge of all of the realms of Gaia, like the 
telluric, the mineral world, the plant world or the animal world, 
insect world. You can travel into those worlds… You learn about 
yourself and your environment.  
 
The cosmology of Gaia involves a radical sensory and embodied dimension in 
Australian ayahuasca practice that is not necessarily forthcoming in the cognate 
“tribes” or cultural groups that ascribe to the nature goddess.  
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In the quote above, Daksha refers to the “realms of Gaia” and various environmental 
worlds that ayahuasca visions disclose for drinkers. However, he also describes a 
cyberdelic-style divination aspect of the visions in which people receive “downloads 
of personal information”. This use of inorganic metaphors such as “downloading” and 
“information” in what is a largely organic cosmology of nature represents a unique 
conflation of the metaphysics of society and nature that underpin much thought in 
ayahuasca neoshamanism. As icons of the difference between nature and society, 
there is arguably nothing more opposite than plant life and computers. Such is 
common sense and is based upon key philosophies that underpin modern societies. 
Yet, ayahuasca drinkers in Australia do not always and necessarily perceive such 
radical differences between the domains of the digital and the ecological, the mental 
and the physical, or the human and the nonhuman. While natural or organic themes 
dominate the cosmologies and “visions” of ayahuasca neoshamanism, aspects of 
visual and telecommunication technology have become key tropes and metaphors by 
which Australian ayahuasca drinkers understand their trance-experiences and the 
natural world. The sensorially dramatic practice of drinking ayahuasca appears to 
involve culturally specific ways in which people are re-thinking and re-embodying 
their relationships with their environments (ecological, urban, and digital) and with 
each other. 
 
Drinkers describe that ayahuasca can heal a myriad of illnesses and diseases, and at 
the foundation of these maladies, they explain, is a toxic separation between the 
individual and the natural world. For example, Fred, a regular ayahuasca drinker 
explained to me that “the root cause of all sickness is simply separation from nature 
and the natural order… ayahuasca heals this separation at a very fundamental level”. 
Daksha, the ritual specialists, explained, “the main illness I’ve been working with, 
specifically, is the split in the Western psyche, the individual, between themselves and 
nature”. While Gaia is generally associated with organic life forms and the natural 
world, Australian ayahuasca drinkers also employ a lexicon of digital (or “synthetic”) 
metaphors in describing trance-experiences. The key trope of “downloading” healing 
and wisdom from ayahuasca plant spirits is accompanied by other computer-based 
terminology. For example, popular Australian ayahuasca author and spokesperson, 
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Rak Razam described receiving a “mega-download from the Gaian networks” 
(2009:53) during an ayahuasca trance. 
 
The aftermath of the ayahuasca experience is glorious: I feel lighter, 
clearer, like a hard drive that’s been defragged and all my pathways 
are re-linked up to each other, whole, and able to express joy once 
again. This is what it feels like to be healed. My whole body radiates 
from the inside-out. (Razam 2009) 
 
John, a neophyte thirty-two year old Australian ayahuasca drinker described to me 
that the ayahuasca trance “feels like a defrag of my spiritual identity. It clears away 
debris”. Ayahuasca drinkers use digital and electronic metaphors to refer to trance-
experiences and also to refer to everyday processes of learning and to the 
accumulation of knowledge from “ordinary channels” of reality such as film, news 
media, and scientific articles. For example, as noted in the Introduction Chapter, Pete, 
a sports-coach and regular ayahuasca drinker, explained to me that: 
 
There are codes in the new movies coming out, like Prometheus. I 
get downloads through the stories. Remember this reality is only a 
hologram. We need to unlock pieces of the puzzle to then unlock the 
self.  
 
Digital and Internet metaphors may also be used by Australian ayahuasca drinkers to 
describe interpersonal interactions and exchanges. Daksha hosted an American 
ethnopharmacologist that was visiting Australia giving a series of talks in major cities, 
and he described to me that he was driving along the highway talking with the 
scientist and receiving “downloads on the Gaian matrix” from him. Thus, the Internet 
trope of “downloading” indicates ways in which neoshamanic ayahuasca drinkers 
relate to their trance-experiences and to more ordinary or everyday experiences in 
similar ways. 
 
While digital and Internet tropes are popular in descriptions of ayahuasca visions, in 
some senses they are in conflict with the broader cosmology of ayahuasca 
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neoshamanism. There is typically a strong rejection of artificial or “non-natural” 
things for Australian ayahuasca drinkers. Non-organic foods, water treated with 
chlorine and fluoride, synthetic pharmaceutical drugs, synthetic psychedelic drugs, 
Wi-Fi technologies, artificial light, urban city-scapes, and other artefacts may 
be associated by Australian ayahuasca drinkers with illness, disease, toxicity, and 
spiritual malaise. Ayahuasca ceremonies are held almost exclusively outside cities 
and in nature or “the bush”, and drinkers may warn of the dangerous “energies” that 
may enter a ceremony conducted in city or urban settings. Central to conceptions of 
the causes of illness, malaise, and spiritual poverty for Australian ayahuasca drinkers 
is a rift between society and nature; an alienation of the individual from the 
interconnected and life giving forces of Gaia and the natural world. The noted 
association of synthetic or man-made substances with illness, disease, and afflictive 
conditions is balanced by associations of organic foods, natural environments, and 
plant-spirits with repositories of wellbeing and spiritual fulfilment. 
 
Although there are quite sharp valuations of the organic and the natural over the 
synthetic and the urban, there is hardly a complete rejection of human-made 
or modern things for Australian ayahuasca drinkers. Some ayahuasca ceremonies in 
Australia include up to  $30,000 worth of electronic musical equipment, and the 
popular use of digital metaphors in descriptions of ayahuasca trance-experiences 
cannot be separated from the fact that the Internet is a key social medium of 
information and exchange by which drinkers come to learn about ayahuasca, share 
stories about ayahuasca trance-experiences, and be informed about future ayahuasca 
retreats. The Internet has also become a medium by which Do-It-Yourself ayahuasca 
drinkers source ayahuasca, or the plants used to brew ayahuasca, from national and 
international vendors. 
 
Conceptions of the organic “Gaian earth” and notions of the Internet or digital web 
trafficking information at the speed of light also come together in, and are drawn 
from, the visionary content of neoshamanic ayahuasca trance-experiences. Ayahuasca 
visions are often described as including complex patterns, codes, designs, and 
aesthetics that appear to lend themselves to (or be informed by) representations of 
digital information exchange. Relaxing in natural surroundings and feeling a deep 
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sense of communion with the natural world on a morning after drinking ayahuasca, 
Rak Razam commented, “There’s nothing to do but bask in the Gaian code, or to 
update the old Leary mantra “Log on, tune in, and vege out” on the plant broadband” 
(2009:241). The holistic nature goddess Gaia and the digital Internet coalesce 
seamlessly linked by the central trope of “connection” or interconnection. 
The “vegetal Internet” of Gaia (Razam 2014) unites ayahuasca drinkers with each 
other and with the natural world or cosmos. Given that the “the essence of metaphor 
is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” (Lakoff & 
Johnson 1980:5), the importation of digital and Internet language to the practice of 
describing ayahuasca ecstatic trance-experiences appears to involve environment 
specific modes of experiencing ayahuasca. 
 
Conclusions 
 
In the beginning of this chapter, I explored dynamics of key aspects of the 
metaphysics of ayahuasca trance narratives. At the centre of the metaphysics is an 
encompassing “oneness” of existence. This “oneness” may permeate and consume 
sensory and cognitive faculties during the heights of ayahuasca trance, representing a 
kind of mystical experience of ecstatic union, and it also may absorb metaphysical 
and interpersonal contradictions in sharing-round circles and general talk about 
ayahuasca trance. “Oneness” may characterise abilities of holding-space that work to 
unify disparate phenomenological interiorities with an encompassing metaphysical 
relativism. It is not uncommon for drinkers to describe ayahuasca experiences as 
being ultimately ineffable or as transcending the specifics of language with a greater 
force and structure or “oneness” that the “monkey mind” of humans cannot 
“compute”.  
 
Among ayahuasca drinkers, diversity in belief is welcomed and privileged and rests 
upon an ineffable “oneness” that is accessible through drinking ayahuasca. Thus, 
“oneness” may perform both a relational and individualistic social logic of the 
phenomenology of ayahuasca experience insofar as it accommodates, justifies, and 
links an infinite diversity of visions and understandings that emerge in ayahuasca 
circles. It unites in terms of bridging beliefs that fail to fit neatly, and divides on the 
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level in which difference may be justified. The experiencing of “oneness” in the 
heights of ayahuasca trance represents an ultimate form of relational personhood in 
which the drinker’s subjectivity is encompassed by the all. Yet, this relationalism can 
swing both ways, accommodating forms of social individualism and social 
relationalism. Given that “oneness” is an ideal — experienced on the level of the body 
and the sensory in trance — its potentials become achieved in idiosyncratic social 
situations. 
 
The “organicistic holism” (Hanegraaff 1996:155) of Gaia links ayahuasca drinkers, in 
terms of values and politics, with environmentalism and with other New Age 
spiritualities.  Ayahuasca drinkers, however, embark on practices of ecstatic trance 
that make this “organicistic holism” readily available to the senses and the body in 
acts of sacred union. Ayahuasca drinkers have imported synthetic, computer and 
Internet metaphors to make-sense of trance and healing ecstatic experiences in ways 
that conflate distinctions between organic and inorganic life. The different 
environments are conflated under a rubric of “connectedness” (explored in greater 
detail in the next chapter). Linked to the types of sacred union with nature and the 
universe that ayahuasca delivers to drinkers are descriptions of healing toxicities 
associated with society and Western civilisation — the topic of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 6. Healing and critical cultural ideals 
 
The forms of cultural criticism that permeate narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance 
in Australia draw upon conceptions of indigenous Amazonian cosmology that differ 
radically to anthropological accounts of indigenous Amazonian cosmology and social 
life. In order to explore the cultural ideals and plight of ayahuasca drinkers in 
Australia, I critically examine emic conceptions of indigenous ayahuasca shamanism 
described by Australian ayahuasca drinkers. Western neoshamanic conceptions of 
Amazonian shamanism appear to follow in the lineage of an historical relationship 
between coloniser and colonised, the Old and the New world, the West and the East, 
and the centre and the periphery, that extends back to at least the late eighteenth 
century with the emergence of the notion of “the shaman” in European theatre. After 
briefly introducing this history and its relevance to understanding aspects of 
cosmology in Australian ayahuasca practice, ayahuasca neoshamanic conceptions of 
indigenous Amazonians and anthropological conceptions of Amazonian peoples are 
explored in ethnographic literature that details the contemporary ayahuasca tourism 
milieu in Amazonia. This sets the background for an analysis of the forms of a critical 
cultural idealism that Australian ayahuasca practice embodies. Idealised conceptions 
of indigenous shamanism couple with conceptions of nature as interconnected, 
archaic, and sacred and provide the visions by which Australian drinkers rearticulate 
and reconstitute critical perspectives of Australia and Western societies. The final part 
of the chapter examines how this critical cultural idealism informs the subjectivity of 
the drinkers in acts of ayahuasca trance and healing. 
 
Ayahuasca and cultural critique 
The practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia has certain similarities with the 
practice of anthropology as cultural critique (Marcus & Fischer 1986). As I will 
suggest below, in the practice of ayahuasca in Australia nature, plant-spirits, and an 
indigenous Other represent objects by which drinkers reflexively and critically assess 
various aspects of everyday ethics and the broader cultural institutions of which they 
are constituted. To this end, anthropology as cultural critique offers useful insights, 
parallels, and differences in relation to the practice of ayahuasca in Australia.  
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Marcus and Fischer’s famous text (1986) Anthropology as cultural critique focuses 
on ways in which ethnographic practice and knowledge can disclose and bring critical 
perspectives to cultural institutions that are so common they defy perception. The 
purpose of cultural critique, they explain, is “to generate critical questions from one 
society to probe the other” (1986:117). Marcus and Fischer defined this “promise of 
anthropology” arguing that ethnographic realities may: 
 
Serve as a form of cultural critique for ourselves. In using portraits 
of other cultural patterns to reflect self-critically on our own ways, 
anthropology disrupts common sense and makes us re-examine our 
taken-for-granted assumptions. (Marcus & Fischer 1986:1) 
 
The importing of perspectives from one cultural context to critique another has been 
shown to exist beyond anthropological reflections and in diverse and radically 
dissimilar cultural projects and practice. In recent decades, the notion of cultural 
critique has been extended by anthropologists to explain realms of the political 
economy and devil possession in Ecuador (Crain 1991), the history of 
ethnomusicology (Bohlman, 1991:131), open-source software and copyright politics 
(Kelty 2004), the independent film industry (Ortner 2012), the subjectivity of 
postmodern anxieties (Ortner 2005), value as a theoretical project (Otto & Willerselv 
2013), and various other fields and cultural projects.  
 
To assist in bridging understandings of the critical project of anthropology with 
dynamics of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia, it helps to recognise that in 
diverse contexts, shamanism, spirit possession and ecstatic trance practices have been 
shown to involve forms of critical politics and subaltern resistance (Lewis 1971). 
Spirit possession cults, McIntosh explains, have long involved forms of resistance and 
opposition to “Western incursions, capitalism, and other oppressive forces” 
(2004:92). This includes, for example, Barolong boo Ratshidi spirits of resistance in 
South Africa protesting against colonial and post-colonial forces (Comaroff 1985); 
deities in Songhay possession dance styles of Niger that dramatize “horrific 
comedies” in which European civilisation is rejected and ancestral traditions are 
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enacted preferentially (Stoller 1984); and spirits of resistance in a factory and 
capitalist context in Malaysia that possess female workers (Ong 1987). In terms of the 
anthropological record, Boddy argues, “most would agree that possession cults are or 
have become historically sensitive modes of cultural resistance” (Boddy 1994:219). 
The practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia does not typically include 
forms of spirit possession — although, I did encounter minor cases of spirit 
incorporation that included glossolalia and drinkers associating embodied trance 
behaviour to the agency of nonhuman beings. Yet, the way in which cultural critique 
and oppositional politics are encoded in narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance-
experiences and healing indicate a level of similarity between ayahuasca 
neoshamanism, spirit possession, ecstatic trance cults and other “sensitive modes of 
cultural resistance” (Boddy 1994:219). Ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia draws 
upon portraits of Amazonian shamanism — and thus embodies similarities with other 
forms of cultural critique — while representing a form of spiritualised cultural 
resistance.  
 
In a curious meeting that brought together critical anthropology with a fringe Western 
health and healing practice, Baer et al. (2012) in a special issue of Medical 
Anthropology Quarterly explored ways in which critical medical anthropology 
(CMA) and naturopathy resemble and can critically inform each other. The special 
issue illustrates that critical anthropological projects and alternative practices of 
healing in Western societies are not necessarily archenemies. Furthermore, the 
similarities between CMA and naturopathy, I argue, are not as robust as the 
similarities between CMA and Australian ayahuasca practice. The central notion of 
“holism” in naturopathy was highlighted by the critical anthropologists from which 
they proposed that it needed to accommodate world capitalism into the domain of 
etiology or the dimensions of the causes of illness and disease. In very different ways 
to CMA, the practice of ayahuasca in Australia includes etiological concepts that 
place “materialism”, “capitalism”, and various other attributes of “mainstream 
society” at the source of illness, malaise, and spiritual poverty. Furthermore, these 
concepts are embedded and materialised in radically embodied subjective acts of 
trance visions and purging. 
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While people that drink ayahuasca in Australia also participate in other alternative 
practices of healing (including naturopathy), the illegal status of ayahuasca practice 
seemingly prohibits ayahuasca from becoming formally recognised as an Alternative 
Medicine by organisations such as the U.S. based National Center on Complimentary 
and Alternative Medicine. Furthermore, the illegality of ayahuasca exists despite 
ayahuasca’s biologically nontoxic action and its growing popularity around the globe 
as an alternative healing practice.13 The extent to which the force of drug prohibition 
encourages a general political resistance and orientation of cultural critique for 
Australian ayahuasca drinkers is difficult to determine. Yet, as demonstrated below, 
ayahuasca healing in Australia involves accounts of trance wisdom and etiological 
formulations that indicate a type of “radical political imaginary” (Hage 2012) and a 
radical cultural imaginary characterised by critical relations to certain dominant 
Western cultural forms. Ayahuasca neoshamanism appears in the cracks of modernity 
with particular prescriptions of wellbeing that are linked to notions of sociality that 
drinkers associate with a sentient natural world and with conceptions of indigenous 
culture.  
 
Ayahuasca Australiana and indigenous Amazonia 
The conceptions of indigenous Amazonian shamanism that permeate ayahuasca 
neoshamanic practice in Australia are varied yet they tend to gravitate around 
descriptions which resemble a much older lineage of history that has been noted 
between coloniser and colonised, the Old and the New world, the West and the East, 
and the centre and the periphery. A brief exploration of the history of the notion of 
“the shaman” in European history and in anthropological studies reveals certain 
characterisations that bring into focus the ways in which Australian ayahuasca 
drinkers conceive indigenous Amazonian shamanism and practices of healing. The 
                                                
13 Published in 2008 Labate et al. estimated that 20,000 people worldwide drink 
ayahuasca (Labate et al 2008). Given the rapid growth of ayahuasca retreats in 
Australia during 2009-2013, and the rapidly increasing presence of ayahuasca in 
popular media, this estimate is undoubtedly modest in comparison to contemporary 
numbers. 
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construction of indigenous Amazonian shamanism by Australian ayahuasca drinkers, 
I demonstrate below, represents a central dimensions of the practice by which 
Australian drinkers mount forms of cultural critique against “mainstream society” and 
articulate forms of cultural idealism. 
 
The shaman 
The notion of the “shaman” emerged initially from ethnological accounts of the 
Siberian Tungus saman and was made popular in twentieth century academic quarters 
most explicitly with Mircea Eliade’s (1964) ahistorical and asocial analysis 
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. Stories and accounts of “shamans” first 
began to trickle into European intellectual and aristocratic circles during the early 
eighteenth century through Dutch and Russian colonial missionary accounts (Flaherty 
1992; Stuckrad 2012). Historian of religion Kocku von Stuckrad (2012) details 
dominant constructions of shamans in the thoughts of key intellectuals, philosophers, 
and enlightened monarchs of late eighteenth century Europe. Drawing on Karl-Heinz 
Kohl’s notion that during forms of European colonial expansion, a dialectics of 
“refutation and desire” characterised perceptions of the foreign Other that colonisers 
and Europeans drew, Stuckrad analysed depictions of “shamans” that were articulated 
by late eighteenth century European Enlightenment rationalists, romanticists, poets, 
and playwrights. The author exposes an ambivalence in attitudes towards shamans 
which, he argues, reveals an “intrinsic tension of the European project of modernity” 
and the dramas and contentions of rationalists and religionists (Stuckrad 2012:103). 
The Siberian shamans were understood in terms of notions linked more to European 
politics and history than to Tungas cultural life. “What European observers 
“perceived in the foreign civilisation was essentially determined by the limited 
horizon of experience of their own civilisation”’ (Stuckrad 2012:102).  
 
Stuckrad illustrates how a series of comedic plays entitled The Siberian Shaman 
penned by Catherine the Great of Russia (1729 - 1796) included themes of exposing 
an irrational, ignorant, sexually perverted, religious “shaman” figure, and yet, at times 
depict the Siberian shaman as credible and genuine, in ways that Stuckrad argues 
encapsulates key aspects of an ambivalence of modernity. Interpreting late eighteenth 
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century European attitudes toward and constructions of shamanism, Stuckrad 
concludes that, in this context: 
 
The shaman is a projection screen for European fantasies, fears, and 
desires. Lovers and haters of the irrational could fill in the details, 
whether these details were concerned with a re-invention of pre-
Christian Greek philosophy — with Orpheus as a key figure — or 
with fantasies about the East. (2012:118) 
 
In twentieth century anthropological studies of shamanism, this logic of alterity 
appears to underlie various reflexive critiques of the term “shaman” as an 
anthropological category. Van Gennep (2001 [1903]:51) described the term “vague 
and dangerous”. Geertz described it as highly abstract and meaningless (1973). 
Taussig (1989:44) argued that it is “a made-up modern, Western category, an artful 
reification… of folklore and overarching folklorisation”, and similarly, Wallis argued 
that shamanism is “an academic construct and a word for the West, its meaning 
inevitably universalised, repeatedly re-fabricated, its definition contested” (1994:4). 
The ambivalence toward the very notion of the “shaman” by twentieth century 
anthropologists is arguably tied to these larger historical currents of a crisis of 
modernity and the ways in which anthropology provides a reflexive stance on the 
nature of its own knowledge.  
 
Amazonian ayahuasca shamans and Western drinkers 
While anthropologists are busy deciding whether the term “shaman” has any analytic 
value, popular definitions of indigenous ayahuasca shamans have become important 
factors in the reinvention of ayahuasca shamanism in tourist lodges of Amazonia, and 
in the practice of ayahuasca in Australia and other places outside Amazonia. Similar 
to how in the eighteenth century when the Siberian shaman was a “projection screen 
for European fantasies, fears, and desires” (Stuckrad 2012:118), contemporary 
Western ayahuasca drinkers describe Amazonian shamans and plant-spirits in terms 
that include key tensions and issues that are relative to Western discourses, cultural 
institutions, politics, and morality. Ayahuasca shamans and plant-spirits, in this 
context, tend to represent the antithesis of and solution to: urbanised spiritual poverty 
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and alienation from nature, a crisis of materialism, global environmental catastrophe, 
stressful labour conditions, and traumatic and alienating forces of interpersonal and 
social life.  
 
Juxtaposing these “projections” of indigenous Amazonian ayahuasca shamans with 
anthropological research on indigenous Amazonian social life and cosmology reveals 
a variety of ideological and cultural tensions. There are different characteristics and 
qualities of cosmology and cultural ideology among Amazonian peoples that contrast 
dramatically to the cultural backgrounds of Western ayahuasca drinkers. The 
shapeshifting and predator and prey cosmologies of indigenous Amazonia shamanism 
(Viveiros de Castro 1998; Praet 2009; Rivière 1994), in which animals and natural 
beings constitute “moral failings” in human sociality (London Sulkin 2005:13) and 
general political ambivalence (Fausto 2004:171) and that are couched in the broader 
“moral ambiguity” that characterises the practice of healing-sorcery in Amazonian 
shamanism (Whitehead & Wright 2004) are no doubt difficult for Western ayahuasca 
drinkers to swallow given the drinkers’ emphasis on an Edenic cosmos populated by 
the benevolent, holistic, and healing figures Gaia, Mother Nature, and Madre 
Ayahuasca. Furthermore, as described by Labate (2014:193), aspects of these Western 
“projections” of indigenous Amazonian shamans have resulted in certain forms of 
confusion and cultural dissonance in situations where Western ayahuasca drinkers 
have observed indigenous ayahuasca shamans not recycling but throwing rubbish in 
the forest and rivers, or buying expensive Western clothing and video games.   
 
Central to the differences between ayahuasca use in Australia and indigenous 
Amazonia is the idea and practice of sorcery. In Australia, and Western ayahuasca use 
more generally, sorcery as a concept or practice is virtually non-existent and tends to 
not hold political or social currency in the lives of drinkers. I only witnessed or heard 
of two accounts of sorcery accusations while doing fieldwork. The accusations were 
made by ritual specialists and were about rival ritual specialists. However, I was 
asked to keep the identities and specific information private. Sorcery is not described 
by Australian ayahuasca drinkers, generally, and does not appear to inform local 
politics or practices of sociality. Resonating with Dobkin de Rios’ and Rumrrill’s 
study of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Peru, in Australian ayahuasca practice “the 
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etiology of psychological disorders and stress are clearly anchored within the 
individual’s self (although influenced by his milieu), [and] not attributed to the evil-
willing on the part of one’s enemies or rivals” (2008:12). In contrast to Australian 
ayahuasca ritual specialists that hone abilities of holding-space in which drinkers can 
personally purge maladies and gain insights from personal visions, Amazonian 
Shipibo ayahuasca healers, as described by Brabec de Mori (2014:218), are 
structurally both healers and sorcerers “because healing consists of neutralising an 
enemy’s action on the patient, and overthrowing this enemy by striking him with his 
own weapon”. The absence of sorcery in Australian ayahuasca practice appears to 
reflect the characteristics of the Western self as bounded, autonomous, and self-
responsible, that were shown in chapter 2 to be defined by ritual structure in 
Australian ayahuasca circles. Ayahuasca circles in Australia, I argue, would struggle 
to gain popularity if they included dimensions of assault sorcery and predator/prey 
ideologies in the practice of visions, purging, and healing.  
 
Echoing the “mark of obsession” logics that Stuckrad illustrates in eighteenth century 
European Enlightenment “projections” of Siberian shamans, Fausto (2004:172) 
comments on Western neoshamanic ayahuasca use and the absence of sorcery, moral 
ambiguities, and predator/prey ideologies in conceptions of wellbeing and social life. 
The appropriation and reimagining of indigenous ayahuasca use by New Age 
neoshamanic practitioners and people from Europe, North America, Australia, and 
elsewhere is done in a particular way that not only reflects popular constructions of 
indigenous peoples being close to nature or actually “being nature” but a particular 
type of nature that emphasises “endangered species” over predator/prey sorcery 
ideologies. Fausto explains. 
 
The predatory act is the lost fact in modern, urban, middle-class 
shamanism, which purged the phenomena of all its ambiguous 
attributes. It is thus no wonder that the jaguar, although a recurrent 
figure, is depicted as an endangered species and not as a dangerous 
predator. Neoshamanism subjects others’ thoughts to Western 
thinking and moral standards. (2004:172) 
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To my mind, there is not necessarily a distinct and fixed list of “Western thinking and 
moral standards” that ayahuasca drinkers in Australia share. However, like the “wide 
myths” of Yaminahua shamanism (Townsley 1993) there are trends, tendencies, and 
sometimes robust collective values and ethics shared by Australian ayahuasca 
drinkers. Cesarino describes some of the broad motivations of Western or 
neoshamanic ayahuasca drinkers and their appropriation of indigenous shamanism, 
stating that ayahuasca neoshamanism: 
 
revives a whole series of assumptions going back to modernism and 
up through the counterculture movement of the 1960s and 70s. 
Which is to say, indigenous shamanism becomes a metaphor for our 
dilemmas – reintegration with nature, rediscovery of the self, 
religion as a lost totality, overcoming the problems associated with 
neurosis and solipsism, among others – rather than being understood 
according to that which is original and specific to itself. (in Labate 
2013:7) 
 
In the reimagining of ayahuasca use in Western neoshamanic milieus, indigenous 
ayahuasca shamanism – perhaps the most remote geographical and cultural dimension 
of the Western imagination – has become a space for the reconfiguration of 
subjectivities whereby “orphaned citizens of transcendence” (Saéz 2014:xxv) 
reconstitute aspects of Western cultural ideology related to notions of self and other, 
religion and secularism, society and nature, and meaning and alienation. This 
reconfiguration of subjectivity is reconstituted through radically embodied practices 
of purging and visions and through cultivated ecstatic relationships with plant-spirits 
and nature.  
 
An Amazonian shaman in Australia 
In February of 2012, I attended a series of ayahuasca ceremonies near a small town 
outside of Melbourne with sixty-seven other people. Most of the participants were 
“experienced journeyers” and had been drinking ayahuasca for several years or more 
yet there was an unusual level of anticipation among participants in the period shortly 
before the ceremony. People travelled across the continent and from as far as New 
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Zealand to attend the event. Australia’s most expensive and active ayahuasca ritual 
specialist — Daksha — organised to bring for the first time his teacher and shaman 
Don Julio from the Peruvian Amazon to conduct a series of ayahuasca ceremonies. It 
was a significant moment in the history of ayahuasca in Australia and the retreats 
sold-out during the first few days of being privately advertised.  
 
The ritual and retreat structure of Don Julio’s event was considerably different to 
typical Australian ayahuasca neoshamanic retreats. The main difference appeared to 
include the style of music that was performed and the way in which the sharing-round 
ritual was conducted. Don Julio sung icaros or magical songs during the ceremonies. 
The songs began with soft whistling and slowly built towards loud and dramatic 
singing, rattling, beating drums, chiming metallic instruments, and various other 
instruments. At the peak of the intensity of the songs the ritual attendees were more 
likely to purge, vomit, moan, and appear to be undergoing various types of 
challenging inner experiences. After the ceremony, several people told me that the 
“traditional icaros” that Don Julio was singing created unusually strong and powerful 
visions for them.  
 
The Amazonian vegetalismo shaman’s ceremony was powerful, everyone agreed. 
Exactly was this power is or to what ends the power flows was implicitly articulated 
in the sharing-round that occurred in the mornings after the ceremonies. During the 
sharing-round ritual, the format changed from the usual convention of individuals 
articulating narratives and meaning about their personal ayahuasca trances to a 
question and answer time directed towards the Amazonian shaman. A translator 
mediated questions and responses between English and Spanish. The shaman became 
the site of a concentration of various hopes, fears, and concerns of the ayahuasca 
drinkers. The overlap and conflation of issues related to health, wellbeing, and good 
fortune, and notions of global politics, environmental destructions, and capitalist 
consumerism, characterised the spectrum of questions.  
 
With everyone silent and attentive and seemingly emotionally porous from the 
previous night’s ceremony, one man began the question time by asking the shaman, 
“Should we oppose or work with the current political and mainstream culture?”. The 
166 
 
question was followed by various people nodding and making noises of agreement to 
echoed the importance of the question. Don Julio replied “It is good to not resist in 
general. We are all specialists in different things. Just be the best you can, whoever 
you are, or wherever you are doing”. A similar question emerged shortly after, “Do 
you see corruption and toxicity finishing on earth?”. Jose responded, “Wow, no, no, 
but this is why we are doing this work with ayahuasca, to heal these problems”. Jose’s 
responses of “it is good not to resist in general” and “we are doing this work [drinking 
ayahuasca] to heal these problems” insert questions of politics, global corruption, and 
cultural critique into the individual’s practice of ayahuasca healing. This distilling of 
notions of the global into the individual’s subjective ayahuasca practice includes and 
is most visible in analysing the central task of the drinker, that is, the task of 
“integrating” the qualities, healings, and teachings of trance-experiences into 
everyday life. “How do we take what we learnt from here and best bring it into our 
lives in the city?”, a middle aged women asks Don Julio, everyone sharply attuned to 
his response. He replied:  
 
The real work is in integrating. Here ayahuasca teaches us many 
things and makes us see things clearly. It gives us many gifts. But 
the real work is taking this to your people you live with in your 
community. Taking the mariri [spiritual power] into your life is the 
real work, the difficult part. 
 
Jose’s response reflects the flexible or double meaning that notions of universal or 
global proportion have for ayahuasca drinkers in this context. The logic follows that 
there are a myriad of problems “out there” in the world and healing is undertaken 
“inside” the spiritual realms of ayahuasca which may be then integrated into everyday 
life.  
 
The questions asked to Don Julio mirror types of questions that ayahuasca drinkers 
bring to, and draw from, their personal practices of drinking ayahuasca and 
communing with benevolent and intelligent plant-spirits, gods, and cosmological 
principles. Yet, having a vegetalismo shaman in Australia was rare and incredibly 
special for drinkers. Australian ayahuasca drinkers typically imbue Amazonian 
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shamans with a level of skill, authenticity, and spiritual power that eludes Western 
ayahuasca ritual specialists. The visiting Amazonian shaman reaffirmed or spoke to 
these perceptions and told a story to everyone at the retreat about his history of 
training and initiation with indigenous ayahuasca shamans “deep deep deep in the 
jungle”. This notion of a depth of relationship with nature is meet by Australian 
ayahuasca drinkers with a depth of expectation of abilities to critique and heal society. 
 
Romanticism and cultural appropriation 
The cultural dissonance and interaction between the use of ayahuasca by Westerners 
and indigenous Amazonians has become a bourgeoning topic for anthropologists 
(Dobkin de Rios & Rumrrill 2008; Losonczy and Cappo 2014:105; Bernd Brabec de 
Mori 2014:206; Labate 2014:182, Labate and MacRae 2010). Anthropologists have 
studied the intersections between indigenous Amazonians and Westerners in the 
rubber tapping industries (Taussig 1987; Gow 1994; Chaumil 1992), and in the 
recently emergent ayahuasca tourism lodges (Fotiou 2014:159; Peluso 2014:231; 
Freedman 2014:130). There is a telling comparison in the fact that anthropologists are 
quick to describe New Age ayahuasca neoshamanism as being guilty of including 
romantic, exotic, and false perceptions of indigenous Amazonian shamanism, yet in 
contexts where indigenous Amazonians have absorbed, for example, modern artefacts 
as spirits or objects of psychic healing and sorcery, anthropologists do not account for 
this with descriptions of indigenous peoples romanticising or exoticising “modern” 
societies. The indigenous practices of contacting the spirits of radios, syringes, 
sunglasses, and outboard motors during ayahuasca trances and for the purposes of 
healing, sorcery, and various forms of divination, have been described as forms of 
absorption whereby novel things are incorporated into pre-existing epistemologies 
and techniques of knowing (Townsley 1993; Chaumil 1992).  
 
This disjunction in the evaluation of cultural appropriation and hybridity appears to 
somewhat underlie the extent to which ethnographers have overlooked the ways in 
which the absorption, reimagining, and appropriation of indigenous ayahuasca 
practices by Western neoshamanic practitioners has involved novel formulations that 
bring into focus different social and cultural realities of the everyday plight of 
Westerners. What I would like to highlight is that the promise of an archaic, natural, 
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wisdom of Gaia that Western ayahuasca drinkers mistakenly associate with 
indigenous Amazonian shamanism includes forms of individual personal healing and 
cultural critique that foreground real issues that constitute the lives of the drinkers.14  
 
An analysis of Australian and Western neoshamanic ayahuasca use can benefit from 
the types of methodological sensibilities that characterise analyses of the 
modernisation of indigenous Amazonian peoples. Indigenous Amazonians and 
Western ayahuasca drinkers both interpret or understand alien and foreign cultural 
worlds and practices in terms of the various limits of knowing that help define their 
own cultural milieus. At the intersection between them, and more generally between 
“us” and “them”, or in the politics of otherness, Amazonian ayahuasca shamanism has 
flourished in various ways. Townsley (1993) and others have explained how 
ayahuasca shamanism has flourished during a period of time in which many aspects 
of indigenous social and political organisation have been eroded by the modern world. 
This appears to relate to how the practice of ayahuasca shamanism includes structural 
qualities that lend themselves to general diplomatic acts and tasks. The skill and 
finesse that shamans require in order to contact and interact, negotiate, and develop 
relationships with spirits during ayahuasca trances place them in a good position to 
broker between local and foreign or “alien” peoples more generally. A logic of 
alterity and the negotiation of otherness characterises the practice of ayahuasca 
shamanism (Labate & Cavnar 2014). Part of this logic includes ways of knowing that 
are inclusive and adaptive to changing social and environmental contexts. Ayahuasca 
drinking “materialises alliances” (Virtanen 2014:60) between different social groups 
undergoing rapid cultural transformations. Townsley argued that Yaminahua 
indigenous ayahuasca practice “emphasizes ways of knowing rather than a system of 
things known” (1993:126) and that the techniques of shamans – that include drawing 
upon the spirits of artefacts (such as outboard motors and radios) in shamanic healing 
songs – are flexible in ways that have allowed shamanism to flourish in times of 
radical social and cultural change. With this in mind, Australian ayahuasca trance 
                                                
14 There is also a small portion of Australian ayahuasca facilitators and drinkers that 
specifically distance themselves from indigenous Amazonian practices and perceive 
them as primitive, backward, and unevolved. 
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discourse is arguably best understood not as a depository of a static system of 
(“false”) knowledge, but as representing a practice in which techniques of knowing – 
that draw upon constructs of indigenous Amazonian shamanism – are put to work on 
realities that constitute the everyday ethical and cultural contexts of Australian 
drinkers. The “Other”, however falsely portrayed, is absorbed in ways that create 
space or “hold-space” (to use language of Australian ayahuasca ritual practice) for 
dominant concerns and realities that constitute the lives of Australian ayahuasca 
drinkers.   
 
Critical cosmology in Australian ayahuasca practice 
While I acknowledge the importance of exploring differences that exist between the 
use of ayahuasca in Australian and indigenous Amazonian contexts (and the political, 
economic, and cultural consequences therein), the remainder of this chapter is focused 
on Australian ayahuasca cosmology and practice. I argue that when exploring the 
extent to which the use of ayahuasca by Westerners is nostalgic, romantic, and a 
reinvention of an exotic “cult” that never existed, important and central aspects of the 
practice are silenced. This includes how the ritual practices and trance narratives of 
ayahuasca neoshamanism index particular forms of cultural critique and everyday 
ethics that foreground, evaluate and heal pressing realities of the lives of the drinkers.  
 
“Sick social and cultural systems” 
Australian ayahuasca drinkers typically move seamlessly between describing the 
qualities of the spirit of ayahuasca and their ayahuasca visions and various forms of 
social and cultural critique. Sometimes drinkers draw causal links between social and 
cultural forces and the emergence of illness, disease, and malaise. At other times, 
these links are implied in the semiotic proximity of ideas and the language-style by 
which drinkers articulate their trance-experiences. The following sections explore 
some of the varied political and culturally critical ideas that Australian drinkers 
articulate from ayahuasca ecstatic trance-experiences. While the ecstatic trance 
wisdom may differ from person to person (much like the descriptions and 
characterisations of the spirits of ayahuasca trance), the way of knowing is consistent 
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and is shown to encode general forms of cultural resistance in which urbanisation, 
natural alienation, and “mainstream society” may be actively evaluated, purged, and 
healed and replaced with visions of an interconnected, sustainable, and sacred world 
that is constituted by forms of “high vibrational” sociality that drinkers associate with 
nature, Gaia, and ayahuasca plant-spirits.  
 
Paul is a regular Australian ayahuasca drinker that used to work as an I.T. consultant 
for a multinational mining company, and through drinking ayahuasca, he explains, he 
decided to change his occupation to hosting spiritual retreats. During a discussion we 
had about ayahuasca healing, themes emerged that illustrate broad sentiments of 
oppositional politics embodied in the cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism in 
Australia. Paul critiqued “corporations”, “governments”, and “schooling” explaining 
that they create and maintain a sick world in which people are asleep and are mindless 
robots. In contrast to this “sick world”, he affirmed types of sensory ayahuasca 
healing and an “awakened” sociality shared among ayahuasca drinkers. Our 
conversation began with me asking, “Have your reasons for drinking ayahuasca 
changed over time?”. 
 
P. Initially I went with a completely open mind to see what the 
experience would offer me in terms of enhancing my understanding 
of self and what messages or understandings I would receive. That 
hasn’t changed so much. But my intentions now are simply to be in a 
heart-space, to be with what is, and to receive the wisdom of the 
plants. 
 
A. How have these understandings presented themselves to you and 
what understandings have you received? 
 
P. Ayahuasca enhances your understandings of yourself. The 
understandings are knowings, you just get it, whatever it is. The 
understandings also come through an enhanced experience of 
feeling. Our feelings are our teachers, we are sometimes told, and 
when you journey [with ayahuasca] this is the reality… What 
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understanding have I got? How to have a higher vibrational primary 
relationship based on unconditional love. And to relate to others in a 
higher heart-centred vibration… We are all one… We are all 
connected to the Earth. We are children of the planet. And as you 
know, these are all part of a dangerous worldview that must be kept 
from the mainstream by keeping sacred shamanic medicines illegal. 
How else will we work like robots and keep a sick system that 
doesn’t serve the people running?  
 
A. Why would the sick system want to conceal ayahuasca? What 
does ayahuasca do to this sickness? 
 
P. The system doesn’t serve the interests of the people. It serves 
corporate interests. It has brainwashed us to believe that we need 
whatever the corporations market to us. The governments have 
become agents for the corporations and not the people, they’ve sold 
us out. They are like shepherds that have let the wolves into the lamb 
pen. They have molded us through a sub-standard education system 
to be obedient and to accept whatever irrational policies they impose. 
Ayahuasca and other medicinal herbs are a threat to the corporations 
for they actually work and present an unfair advantage over 
pharmaceuticals and without dangerous side effects. And the current 
system works as long as people remain dull, complacent and asleep 
to their true identity. Awakened people are the opposite of the 
mindless consumers that the corporations wish us to be. 
  
A. Suffering with our hearts disconnected from our minds? 
 
P. And journey-work involves putting down the ego and accessing 
spirit through the feeling body. All our senses become enhanced. 
Smelling, taste, touch, etc. are much more awake when the ego is 
disabled. This is not hallucinogenic. It’s heightened perception of 
reality.  
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Similarly, Greg, a thirty-eight year old financial consultant and regular ayahuasca 
drinker, explained to me that “ayahuasca is the queen of all medicines, the essence of 
Gaia, medicine for the soul” and that healing with ayahuasca concerns “reconnecting 
to oneself and cleansing from the poisons of society”. 
 
It’s all about love, nature, reconnection to the source, healing 
relationships, and developing consciousness.  
 
One Australian ayahuasca drinker became unsettled when I asked him what his 
annual income was, stating, “Why do you want to know my income? That goes 
completely against the spirit of aya”. Ayahuasca in Australia is not an amoral being 
but may embody and generate generalised oppositional politics of those who summon 
or drink her.  
 
A central aspect of the cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia includes 
themes of global ecological crises that drinkers link to political, cultural, and psychic 
crises. Ayahuasca practice is described as offering an indispensable intervention into 
the psychic crises or the “roots” of global ecological problems. Michael, a regular 
Australian ayahuasca drinker refers to ayahuasca as a “healing modality” that can 
unite humanity with nature and sustainable living, and that can help us overcome our 
possible extinction. He describes concepts that cover global proportions alongside 
descriptions of personal healing. I asked, “Has ayahuasca healed anything for you?”. 
 
Depression. A non-functioning sense of smell. Acute back pain. 
Emotional trauma that has caused long term negative effects on my 
interpersonal relationships. Umm, general lethargy and a lack of 
ability to focus and achieve goals. Heavy metal detoxification. 
Digestive system imbalance. Anal polyps. Ultimately, I feel the root 
cause of all sickness is simply separation from nature and the natural 
order. My feeling is that ayahuasca heals this perception of 
separation at a very fundamental level, and as a result has the ability 
to heal all of the expressions of this underlying sickness.  
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I then asked Michael how this form of healing differs from other health modalities, 
such as consulting a Western medical doctor.  
 
My experience of Western medicos is that they are excellent at 
treating problems that require only a short term perspective. If I have 
acute physical trauma, broken bones or a viral infection I may well 
approach Western medicine. When it comes to chronic illness and 
mental illness it seems that the approach is still very short-sighted. In 
many or most cases there seems to be no actual interest in healing, 
instead all focus goes into symptom suppression. From time to time I 
engage with all manner of healing modalities, however I feel 
particularly called to work with plant medicines because I feel they 
have a particular ability to bring awareness to the fact that we are not 
as separate from nature as Western culture would have us believe. 
As our species awakens from what Einstein referred to as the 
delusion of separateness, we increase our likelihood of averting 
human extinction and finding a way to live sustainably as a species 
on our only home. I’m not aware of any other healing modality 
capable of addressing issues as important as us averting our own 
self-caused extinction.  
 
Similarly, Nick, a middle-aged Nurse working in a major Australian metropolis, and 
regular ayahuasca drinker described to me differences between allopathic or Western 
medicine and ayahuasca healing in ways that include general critiques of “Western 
society”, that include notions of materialism, consumerism, and urban living 
conditions. 
 
There’s a lot of political, financial and other motivations that have 
developed the system we think of as Western medicine. Every 
individual is unique and has their own unique reactions to food, 
medications, human touch, all forms of interaction and stimulation. 
Western medicine has the expectation that the treatments will have 
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the same effect for each and every person, which to my mind is a 
dangerous assumption… I find the problems in the medical system 
to be a reflection of the flaws in our Western society. A world of 
distractions, materialism, self-interest and ego indulgence does not 
make for healthy living or healthy systems. I believe it increases 
illness and mental health issues. The way I see our society is that the 
average person is so far removed from any element of living that 
could be described as normal or natural that most people do actually 
suffer from some form of mental disease, but that is the new normal, 
without actually knowing what freedom is, without actually having 
any interaction with nature, without ever experiencing a period of 
time away from unnatural light, without eating food that is not 
processed, without being away from electrical grids and flooded 
EMF and many other strange things we now take as normal. The 
average person cannot even imagine things being different from the 
way they are and thus assume the problem is within themselves. This 
is the same assumption I see with medical professionals… I could go 
on for hours about the shortcomings of Western medicine...  
 
I asked, “How does ayahuasca compare?” 
 
It feels like when I partake of Aya in a ceremonial way, I am 
allowing a plant consciousness access to my physical and spiritual 
being. It feels ancient and wise, seems to have a feminine spirit, it 
has always acted kindly and patiently with me. It seems to allow the 
potential for contact with other entities, beings, or plant spirits, as if 
a portal to other dimensions is opened, or something is opened in me 
allowing them in… It feels like the experience has been customised 
just for me by someone or some thing that has an intimate 
knowledge of who I am and what I need, perhaps greater than my 
own conscious understanding of who I am and what I need… I feel 
like aya is about far more than healing. Healing is just the first little 
baby step on the path… Aya is the spirit of the earth in plant form, 
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Mother Nature taking a form that can actively communicate and 
participate with humanity. Our individual and collective pain and 
confusion is personally felt by that spirit and is holding the whole 
planet back from the next step, from something amazing I am unable 
to even imagine yet. She is reaching out trying to aid and comfort us 
so we can become strong enough to overcome our pain and 
confusion and help each other through our suffering until we heal 
enough to overcome our pain and become part of the future of the 
planet that is too amazing for my mind to process yet….  
 
Working with aya requires a real desire to make change in your life. 
It isn’t easy. You have to work at it, work with it, be willing to 
purge, to get messy, to get down on your knees in the dirt and let it 
all out, to be humble or humbled, and to re-join the world as part of 
nature instead of a dominator and consumer of nature.  
 
Tied to these oppositional politics and sacred and healing environmentalist ethics are 
notions of overcoming social alienation. There appears to be a structural affinity in 
the process of drinking ayahuasca and overcoming a perceived psychic rupture 
between the social and natural, or the individual and the natural world, and 
overcoming forms of interpersonal sickness. In the following account ayahuasca 
practice is associated with overcoming trauma and interpersonal sickness and with 
inspiring an environmentalist ethic or responsibility to “nurture” natural 
environments.  
 
[Through drinking ayahuasca] I have let so much anger and 
emotional pain from my childhood trauma go. It has been healing 
my intimate relationships and my everyday relationships. The 
medicine has also been healing my relationship with the earth. I now 
consider my natural environment as one of the biggest supports in 
my life and feel compelled to nurture the environment in many ways. 
(E,28) 
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Similarly, Belinda explained. 
 
[During a trance experience] I was inside my heart, in the cave of my 
heart, such a wonderful peaceful place to be and live from. It’s 
always a good reminder to myself that we have every right to live 
from this part of ourselves, that we needn’t be pushed into living the 
way society beckons... Then I received psychic surgery from past 
sexual trauma. I was on a prairie in central America. An old native-
looking woman took me into a tepee. It was just the two of us. She 
lay me down and extracted some kind of energetic flesh which had 
grown within my repro-system. It seemed too easy to just be able to 
remove it. It had grown into my physical body, merging with my 
mucous membranes and organs etc., so I didn’t feel like I could be 
healed. But then I started purging the energy to release what she’d 
removed. Then shaking furiously, seemed to remove a lot of energy, 
like a form of transition. Then I was calm. Then more shaking. I felt 
like it was pulling residual energy out of me, strands of energy that 
had infiltrated my body and spirit. After the ceremony, a day later, I 
physically bled out of sync with my normal [menstrual] bleeding, 
which is abnormal for me. (G,7). 
 
The body, also, may become a depository of a multitude of psychic pathogens and 
“residues” that include references to temperaments and psychological qualities of 
other people and to centralised or “mainstream” currents of Australian society. For 
example, describing how ayahuasca has “changed her life”, Carey explained.  
 
The biggest change is that I have become more present within 
myself, loving every aspect of good and bad me without judgement 
and interaction with full integrity. I do not contaminate my body 
with intoxicants, bad food, media or people who interact without 
integrity. I am fully dedicated to living my dreams and have become 
more and more detached from existing within what is considered a 
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normal life. This in turn has given me the ability to follow my 
dreams and create a life of what I really want. (Q,41) 
 
A social and cultural reflexivity inherent in ayahuasca practice appears to be indexed 
in descriptions of pathogenic substances, objects, and spirits of the body, and it may 
also be indexed in transformations of embodiment in which drinkers momentarily 
experience changes in proprioception and body-image during trance. For example, 
Nick described a trance “journey” that solidified his spiritual quest of ayahuasca and 
psychedelics. 
 
I popped back into reality and there was a plate of cucumber slices in 
my hand, so I started eating them and then in another one of those 
smeary flashes, I was in another place, in a body that had brown 
skin, and I was sitting on a plane, and I was watching thousands of 
buffalo running and in my hand it looked like dried flakes of san 
pedro cactus that I was chewing, and I stopped mid-way through in 
astonishment  and then ten seconds later I was back to holding 
cucumber and siting in the lounge room. You know, it was 
astonishing.  I was like, “Who the fuck am I?”, and yeah, I remember 
thinking, “I wonder what the Indian thinks of cucumbers and cricket 
on the television”. 
 
The intersection or fluid discursive movement between descriptions of individual or 
personal healing with ayahuasca and descriptions of social, cultural, global, and 
planetary healing or transformation are central to the cosmology of Australian 
ayahuasca neoshamanism. The ecstatic space appears to represent a liminal zone of 
cultural triangulation in which diverse aspects of everyday life are circumnavigated 
and reforumulated. Importantly, this cultural triangulation is experienced in the body 
and the senses, and finds its potency in articuations of illness, malaise, disease and 
healing. Drinkers describe sickness in ways that draw associations to urban and city 
living, materialism, consumerism and capitalism, and other cultural forms that 
represent the antithesis of the ecstatic health that the plant-spirit ayahuasca and nature 
provides.  
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As noted in the previous chapter, there is typically a strong rejection of artificial or 
“non-natural” things for Australian ayahuasca drinkers. Ayahuasca ceremonies are 
held almost exclusively outside cities and in nature or “the bush”, and drinkers warn 
of the dangerous “energies” that may enter a ceremony conducted in city or urban 
settings. For example, Nick explained to me: 
 
In the city there is a lot of electromagnetic interference, a lot of 
EMF, and being out in the wilderness it is safer. My inhibitions are 
much lower. I don’t have to worry about things. Are there people 
down the street? Are the cops going to rock up? You know, all of the 
functions of society take me away from having a profound 
experience, I think, so, being out in wilderness gives you a natural 
environment for which to have a natural experience. Things don’t get 
in the way. They kind of work with your experience.  
 
Ayahuasca ceremonies provide a reflexive and social vantage point that is outside 
society and in the nature, from which personal, social, and cultural ideas and practices 
are purged, healed, perceived in visions, and learnt or inculcated. By momentarily 
stepping outside society, the everyday, and regular consciousness, the everyday is 
thrown into view, reconstituted and rearticulated. The liminal space of ayahuasca 
ceremonies is geographically oppositional to urban life and culturally oppositional to 
social and industrial factors conceived as harming people and the natural world. 
Central to conceptions of the causes of illness, malaise, and spiritual poverty for 
Australian ayahuasca drinkers is a rift between society and nature; an alienation of the 
individual from the interconnected and life giving forces of Gaia and the natural 
world. The noted association of synthetic or man-made substances with illness, 
disease, and afflictive conditions is balanced by views of organic foods, natural 
environments, and plant-spirits as repositories of wellbeing and spiritual fulfilment. 
 
Natural healing in Australia and beyond 
A spiritual opposition to metropolitan landscapes, urban social contexts, and various 
attributes of “Western society” is embedded in practices of ayahuasca healing that 
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have been described in various other contexts of the reinvention of ayahuasca use 
outside Amazonia. Virtanen outlines values of certain ayahuasca drinkers in urban 
Brazil, stating that people describe being “deprived of contact with nature” and 
overcoming this deprivation with “the sacred plants” ayahuasca (2014:73). 
Winkelman describes the motivations of “ayahuasca tourists” in Peru, stating that 
they are typically seeking “personal self-awareness, including contact with a sacred 
nature, God, spirits, and plant and natural energies produced by ayahuasca” 
(2005:209). Ayahuasca tourists have been described as exploring “ecology via 
ayahuasca visions” (Brabec de Mori 2014:216) and as perceiving indigenous peoples 
and indigenous knowledge as “the last repository of a primordial ecological vision” 
(Losonczy and Cappo 2014:109). Ayahuasca is approached as a powerful means of 
healing the modern body-psyche and various social and cultural dimensions of global 
societies. In Australia, this includes descriptions of drinking ayahuasca and 
“awakening consciousness” to heal the “roots” of various crises of mass-industrialised 
ecological destruction and also, in some instances, the psychic “roots” of economic 
and political corruption and even war. Ayahuasca and indigenous knowledge are 
conceived as “the antithesis of Western civilization: pre-industrial, premodern, 
natural, exotic, spiritual, sacred, traditional” (Fotiou 2014:163) and the practice of 
ayahuasca neoshamanism incorporates visions that entail varied and creative forms of 
cultural critique mounted against “mainstream society”.  
 
In ayahuasca neoshamanism, the famous Cartesian and modern dichotomy of nature-
society is not overcome but inverted and radicalised by the locating of a transcendent 
value in nature not society. Society and “the rational mind” are instrumentalised by 
the intelligent and uncontrollable purgative powers of the sacred plant-spirit 
ayahuasca.  By sharply inverting common Western axiologies, the Australian practice 
of ayahuasca is grounded in a Euro-American cultural genealogy while at the same 
time producing a form of resistance or alternate modernity that challenges an 
emphasis on humanity and human artifice with perceptions and radical practices of 
nature made sacred. This valuation of nature as transcendent, intelligent, and the cure 
permeates narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance and related social discourse. The 
trance practices and encounters with plant-spirits and nature provide an ecstatic 
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medium and source of authority by which drinkers heal and learn, undertake types of 
critical self-reflection, and critique aspects of modern and social life. 
 
Ecstatic Connection 
What some drinkers term an “alignment” of the self with nature and the universe that 
is achieved by drinking ayahuasca may includes descriptions of a disconnection, 
separation, and critical relationship with institutions and values deemed “mainstream” 
to Australian society. The accounts of ayahuasca trance in Australia involve various 
tropes and terms that link the subjective or interior states and processes of ayahuasca 
trance to environments and spirit “entities” beyond the immediate ritual space and 
concomitantly to certain quests of healing and divination. One of the most common 
tropes that drinkers employ in this regard is “connection”. By analysing the different 
meanings of the term “connection” in narrative accounts of ayahuasca healing and 
wisdom, certain ethics and relational modes of personhood in Australia ayahuasca 
neoshamanism emerge.  
 
The notion of “connection” in narrative accounts of ayahuasca visions appears to 
index at least four dominant categories of healing-wisdom personhood. I define them 
as cosmic, intrapsychic, interpersonal, and social and cultural healing-wisdom. In this 
section of the chapter, I will analyse how notions of “connection” are employed in 
terms of each of these separate but overlapping categories. As the descriptions below 
build, the interrelated meanings of the notion of “connection” in the different 
categories illustrates mechanisms by which ayahuasca interpenetrates and heals 
seemingly disparate aspects of the drinkers’ subjectivities and cultural lives. The 
interior psychic process and the interpersonal, and the natural world and the social 
and culture, merge and overlap in drinkers’ descriptions of trance in a relational 
cosmos wherein what are typically separate modes of existence become blurred, 
integrated, and co-encompassing.  
Cosmic connection 
Ayahuasca trance in Australia may involve ecstatic forms of connection with humans 
and nonhuman persons or with dimensions of the psyche — representing the two 
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cosmological schemas described in chapter 5 — and the notion of connection is 
employed by drinkers in ways that unite the disparate schemas. The schemas are both 
connected in the sense that they involve conceptions in which ayahuasca drinking is 
characterised by the drinker cultivating connection with the qualia, content, or spirits 
of ecstatic trance, whether this is nature spirits, angels, extra-terrestrial guides, 
psychological levels of existence, symbols of the unconscious, all existence, the 
“source” of existence etc. The drinkers are united by the shadow of their quest for 
connection. A disconnection or a void represents a vacuum in which ontological 
effects of ecstatic trance inscribe new meaning on the level of radical sensory and 
embodied experiences contra everyday life.  
 
These forms of cosmic connection are foregrounded in descriptions in which drinkers 
articulate how ayahuasca healing is different to other healing modalities. In typical 
descriptions of ayahuasca “journeys” or “visions” drinkers explain that ayahuasca 
practice represents a healing intervention into a highly formative domain of illness, 
disease, and wellbeing. “Doctors only treat symptoms, not the cause” (F,54), and the 
heights of ecstatic trance produce forms of insight and healing in which deep cosmic 
“causes” of maladies become healed. Alternative forms of healing to ayahuasca are 
typically described as complimentary but not as “deep”, “profound” or “powerful” as 
ayahuasca practice. For example, Robert, a regular ayahuasca drinker, explained that: 
 
Some therapy or counselling cannot lift the blinders to show the 
deeper issue. Ayahuasca connects you to a deep, infinite and 
profound source of love that heals beyond any modality. Some 
natural modalities used in conjunction with the medicine are very 
beneficial though. They complement it well, such as reiki, good 
nutrition, yoga, meditation.  (F,54) 
 
Similarly, Jane, a novice ayahuasca drinker explained to me: 
 
Aya is holistic and seems to work on all layers. It can work in 
conjunction with other health modalities, as I don’t think the 
medicine works on its own. I think we need to learn to integrate the 
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wisdom and changes it initiates, otherwise it’s a quick fix that won’t 
last long. But it connects you to the earth energies and strong healing 
energies faster and stronger than a lot of other modalities. (F,7) 
 
Drinkers’ articulations of healing effects emerging from connecting with the “source” 
or “oneness” of existence are paralleled with explanations of connecting with nature 
and entities of the natural world on a psychic level. For example, Lucy, a novice 
ayahuasca drinker, explained to me that during a profound or significant ayahuasca 
trance experience she: 
 
felt completely connected to all nature, every breath, movement, 
small or large felt like my own or like the “I” did not exists anymore, 
rather my experience was of such huge connection to all life that I 
was feeling everything all at once in a soft, gentle and perfect way. 
Oh it’s very difficult to articulate something so tactile, but it 
reminded me of the love and perfection of everything on this planet 
and beyond, how largely connected we are to all life outside this 
world also, and I cried and cried with bliss as I remembered the 
grief, as I remembered how I had forgotten this about life. All my 
suffering was removed for a moment of experiencing the connection 
of all. (G,57) 
 
The two major different cosmological schemas of ayahuasca trance explored above, 
in which spirits are described, on the one hand, as independent entities or persons, and 
on the other hand, as objects or projections of the psyche, may find a meeting ground 
in drinkers’ descriptions of the “connective” effects of drinking ayahuasca. For 
example, Matt explained to me the difference between ayahuasca and other healing 
modalities, stating ayahuasca  
 
is very different. But I can feel similarities now. Sometimes I remind 
myself to feel the memory of love and connection and drop my 
immediate issues. Are aya spirits real? Who knows! But I think 
what’s important is they make people feel connection again and 
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loving, peacefulness, so I don’t really care if they are real or not, 
more the influence this idea has on people to stay in a place of love, 
joy and connection. (L,57) 
 
The common explanation shared by drinkers that “Aya is touching realms of 
existence that other modalities do not connect with” (F,33) is centred upon drinkers 
actually experiencing a personal connection, in the form of radical sensory and 
embodied dispositions, with qualia of ecstatic states that are codified in terms of 
“deep”, “cosmic”, “natural” and “sacred” domains of existence and experience. 
Drinking ayahuasca, Lisa explained to me, “has healed [her] sense of displacement in 
the universe and restored [her] connection with the divine” (E,52) and notions of 
divinity typically take-on morphologies such as Gaia and Mother Nature.  
 
An etiological system in which illness, malaise, and disease are codified by structures 
of the psyche said to typically allude consciousness is present in ecstatic trance 
experiences that qualify or verify to drinkers not only the reality of the etiological 
system but the power of ayahuasca in intervening upon illness, malaise, and disease. 
The changes to sensory, bodily, emotive and cognitive experiences that this etiology 
rests upon may attune with the intrapsychic dimensions of the individual that are the 
site of this cosmic connection. 
Intrapsychic connection 
As discussed in the previous chapter 3 on senses and the body, drinkers typically warn 
that during ecstatic experiences, over-active mental activity may clash with ayahuasca 
visions and will, in some cases, occasion purging. The physical act of vomiting, 
sweating, or defecating, during ceremony is codified, in these instances, in terms of a 
rejection of practices of thinking. Drinkers describe that ayahuasca may settle the 
mind or illuminate the mind and a dominant metaphysics of the interior of ayahuasca 
trance subjectivity involves a primacy of emotion, “the heart”, and the body over 
thought and “the mind”. This transcendence of the body and emotion over thought 
may coincide with speech acts that are distinctly ethical in nature. For example, 
enquiring into the modes of divination that drinkers articulate, I asked Kaitlin about 
the ways in which the wisdom she receives from ayahuasca trance experience 
appears. She responded: 
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In reconnecting with my heart, I am guided more clearly. Aya shows 
me fears, which is always helpful. She helps heal. She helps 
overcome obstacles. She is practical. She reminds us that we are 
inherently good.  
 
Accounts of healing different forms of interior “disconnections” may come in the 
form of allegories of ayahuasca visions, and they may also come in the form of 
accounts of ayahuasca visions of “past-lives” in which the drinker perceives scenes 
from previous incarnations. For instance, Christina, a regular ayahuasca drinker, was 
explaining to me “some of her most important ayahuasca visions”. 
 
I was shown that in a past life I was in a concentration camp with my 
present partner and the facilitator that we take the medicine with, and 
a few other people that I drink with. We were all very close and 
supported each other in the camp. But one by one they all died and I 
was the only one left. I was rescued, but the trauma left me dead 
inside and unable to connect. This theme has been constant in my 
life. There was another time where I felt myself lying on a birthing 
table all-alone and the first thoughts that came into my thoughts were 
“I am a survivor”, which were the words that they used for the 
holocaust survivors. There are many more stories like that. But the 
main theme for me was disconnection because of terror locked 
within me. 
 
An internal “terror” or psychic disconnection represents a dominant etiological 
condition in which structures of the mind, or in some cases the mind itself, are 
associated with causes of illness, disease, malaise and sickness. A similar example, 
but this time indexing a kind of rejection of mind, Paula, a regular drinker, responded 
to a question I asked on why ayahuasca visions are sometimes challenging and 
sometimes blissful and graceful, stating: 
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To the degree that I hold to the mind or ego, to that degree it can be 
disconcerting. So ayahuasca teaches one to release the mind and ego, 
and that’s where the bliss is. (H,23) 
 
The “heart”, body and emotions tend to represent superior modes of trance 
phenomenology and everyday phenomenology that are transcendent in a dichotomous 
relationship with thought and the mind.  
 
Purging and eradicating thought from ayahuasca trance represents and extreme 
articulation of an interior subjective mode of healing and gaining wisdom. Drinkers 
may also describe that ayahuasca trance experiences invoke forms of reconnecting 
“heart” and “mind” in ways that are healing and good. John, a regular ayahuasca 
drinkers explained to me that ayahuasca “works in different ways to most medicines, 
as it affects the mind-spirit linkages of the body.” (F,4). Or similarly, Paul explained 
that: 
 
Aya heals the heart-mind disconnect. It is vastly more powerful than 
any other energetic or metaphysical healing modality.  
 
The interior here is codified in terms of a psychic system in which mental experience 
and emotional and bodily experience are separated to a degree that may cause 
maladies. Healing involves an embodied intervention on the domains of “heart” and 
“mind” as separate or, also, as an integrated system. For example, Robert, a regular 
drinker, explained that after acts of ayahuasca purging he felt “a relief to be rid of 
some toxic content of my body-mind.” (M,23).  
 
The notion that ayahuasca restores a broken or wounded relationship between the 
“mind” and “heart” may also inform types of critique in which drinkers differentiate 
ayahuasca from other healing modalities. For instance, Paul explained to me that in 
allopathic medicine doctors: 
 
push pharmaceutical drugs, which basically shut people’s inner 
perceptions down, mask symptoms, cause terrible side effects worse 
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than the condition being treated. Heart-mind connection reinstates 
the individual as their own healer. 
 
Interior structures of a mind-body connection may be articulated in different ways 
that pivot upon or share the perspective that ayahuasca offers means of restoring 
interior psychic connection of the individual. For example, Roger, was explaining to 
me certain other-than-healing aspects of his reasons for drinking ayahuasca and in 
ways that involve ayahuasca healing mind and body as separate domains. 
 
It feels like it [ayahuasca] goes through the most important issues 
you have by its own priority, and then your intentions. It scans 
through your entire body and mind to see what neurosis, diet, and 
physical issues you have. First I feel it physically, purging etc., then 
it goes through my mind, mental chaos or clarity, and then it takes 
me out of my body to be a part of the spirit realm. (K,25) 
 
Descriptions of ayahuasca trance-experiences in Australia will often involve intricate 
illustrations of sensory experiences in which sound, vision, touch, are integrated or all 
“connected” in ways that are healing. For example, Kate described to me an 
ayahuasca experience.  
 
There is a ti-ti-ti-ticking sound, and vision, and feeling. It’s all the 
same thing in there. Sometimes I get this feeling that everything 
happening is cellular, you can feel everything connecting to each 
other in your body. It’s like a domino effect going through your body 
cleaning, clearing, re-aligning everything so it’s all working again. It 
looks like an electrical current moving through your body. It’s a very 
colourful and energetic “bizz” kind of feeling.  
 
In drinkers’ descriptions of ayahuasca trance, interior psychic dimensions of the 
individual involve systems that are inter-connected, and that may have become 
disconnected due to various behavioural regimes, traumatic experiences, diet, 
disconnection from nature, and other things. Articulations of dis/connected psychic 
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interiorities also intersect with articulations of interpersonal life and descriptions of 
interpersonal healing. For example, Andrew, a regular drinker, responded to a 
question I asked if he would elaborate on the types of healing he has received, stating:  
 
During the abuse and trauma of my childhood I was subject to a lot 
of physical and emotional violence from around age four that I had 
blocked-out and ignored, pretended that it didn’t happen, as it was 
quite savage. I have learned to self-heal, to be specific, I’ve allowed 
my mind to run its course of self-healing. I’ve had to learn how to 
think and learn. Last year I learned to read, but comprehension is 
patchy still. My body-mind connection is restoring. I feel feelings 
and emotions returning with them a fuller connection with life and 
people around me, to put it in ceremony talk, I’m coming out of the 
survival mind and into a heart centred life.  
Interpersonal connection 
Descriptions of ayahuasca drinking that participants share may involve descriptions of 
healing, purging, illuminating or reorganising dimensions of interpersonal relations. 
This may include with regard to human persons and significant others, and spirits or 
other-than-human persons. The latter form of intersubjective relations is omitted from 
this section given that it was partially covered above in the section above on cosmic 
connectedness. However, the two overlap in important and different ways that will 
become apparent. In this section, articulations in which drinkers describe accounts of 
experiencing radical forms of interpersonal connection with other humans, whether 
described as happening during the trance experience itself or as a result of the trance 
experience, are examined.  
 
In the following accounts of ayahuasca trance and ayahuasca healing, I indicate how 
the term “connection” indexes forms of ethical production of interpersonal life and 
how the ethics links to the other dominant forms of “connection” in Australia 
ayahuasca neoshamanism. Drinkers may encounter significant others (such as family 
members, work colleagues, and friends) in ayahuasca visions. The encounter between 
the individual and their significant others during trance experiences is typically 
described in terms of notions of healing in which the drinker may realise the 
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importance or unimportance of certain interpersonal “connections”. For examples, 
John, a novice ayahuasca drinker, responded to a question I asked on how ayahuasca 
practice differs to other practices of healing. He described ayahuasca visions he has 
had. 
 
visions of my music teacher, connecting with my parents, making 
me realise through visions that I was always looked after in the past 
when in difficulty. It teaches me how to increase my coordination 
between my thought, word and deed.  
 
An interiority of thought and the experience of how to behavior in relation to parents 
and other people are described by John as being pronounced and taught during his 
ayahuasca practice. Similar to John, Richard, a novice ayahuasca drinker, explained to 
me why he drinks ayahuasca, and his description also illustrates an overlap between 
intrapsychic and interpersonal dimensions of the practice. 
 
I approach my ayahuasca practice as a wholly unified healing 
process of mind, body and spirit. You cannot partake of ayahuasca 
without encountering the spiritual essence of yourself and others. 
Love is the universal language of this medicine and through this I 
also partake to increase my happiness and connectedness with others 
as well as my overall physical and mental wellbeing. (J,20). 
 
While the two examples above involve descriptions of the strengthening of social 
relations, or connections, during ayahuasca practice, ayahuasca visions may also 
index “disconnections” between people. For example, Michelle, a novice ayahuasca 
drinker, described the significance of drinking ayahuasca in terms of her wellbeing 
and the importance of connections and disconnections with people. 
 
I have a real life now with real people and real relationships and a 
real understanding about what is real and what could be possible. I 
feel I have found my place in the world whereas in the past I always 
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felt a bit disconnected. Now I’m glad for that disconnection, I 
understand it and am glad for it. It all makes sense now. (Q,16) 
 
Accounts of ayahuasca visions may include articulations in which disconnections 
between the individual and others are the exegetical component of the narrative. For 
instance, Rachael, a novice ayahuasca drinker was describing to me some of her most 
important ayahuasca visions, and stated that: 
 
Most of my vision centred around my mother and maternal concepts. 
I had an amazing vision of being connected to a long line of maternal 
ancestors and they were supporting me and passing down wisdom. 
When I was purging I asked the question what I am trying to get rid 
of and it was my mother.  
 
During a sharing-round circle at an ayahuasca retreat I attended, a mother that was a 
regular ayahuasca drinker brought her twenty-three year old son to the ceremony. The 
two described how during the ritual they became more connected and healed wounds 
of living apart for 10 years when the son lived with his father in Europe and the 
mother in Australia. The dramatic sensory and bodily experiences of ayahuasca trance 
inspire or inform narratives that people tell themselves about themselves, and these 
narratives are often constituted by articulations of interpersonal relations, whether in 
regards to the strengthening, weakening or annihilation of these relations.  
 
While narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance that involve rearticulations of 
interpersonal relations typical involve the drinker describing people that are not 
present in the sharing-round circle or the weekend retreat, the narratives at times 
involve articulations of people that are also attending the ceremony, such as the 
examples with the mother and son above. The act of drinking ayahuasca with other 
people, however, is typically referred to with terms that index forms of social 
relations in which a healing or cosmic and existential bonding and cohesion occurs. 
Typically, people appear more social during the period after ceremonies compared to 
before, and the tone of social experience among drinkers after an evening of drinking 
ayahuasca tends to be characterised by forms of respect in which drinkers honour the 
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difficult process that other people may have, or probably, underwent during the 
ceremony. The shared experience of gruelling and ecstatic trance creates forms of 
sociality in which disparate existential and social troubles or distresses are 
encompassed with mutual affection, or at least, benevolent affection. For example, 
Mark explained to me how “over the weekend [ayahuasca retreat] you get a real sense 
that there is a real social thing going on. People connect more as the weekend carries 
on more and more”. Similarly, Nick described to me about his experience of 
advancing social bonds with people by drinking ayahuasca with them. He was telling 
me about the people he drank with the weekend before the interview we had together. 
In relation to a new person that was at the ritual, he stated: 
 
I haven’t known him very long, only 3 or 4 months. I invited him to 
ceremony because he was letting us use his land and he seemed 
genuine. After having done ceremony together I feel a strong 
connection between us and we have had a solid love and friendship 
ever since. 
 
The kind of porous sociality that drinking ayahuasca appears to evoke among drinkers 
after ceremony at times provide drinkers with perspectives or a basis upon which they 
criticise “society” and people in their lives that are not present in the ritual or that may 
not ascribe to ethical axioms of ayahuasca drinkers. 
Cultural and social connection 
This extension of the notions of “connection” and “disconnection” to articulations that 
mark forms of critical discourse about othre social groups and cultural institutions, 
indexes forms of cultural critique in ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia. In the 
following section the use of the term “connection” in narrative accounts of trance 
illustrates that types of cultural critique and cultural idealism exist in the metaphysics 
of ayahuasca neoshamanism in ways that may inscribe, encompass, and relate to 
intrapsychic, interpersonal, and cosmic domains of personhood.  
 
In Australian ayahuasca neoshamanism, notions of “Western society” being toxic, 
corrupt, and spiritually bankrupt represent a common form of etiology by which the 
individual’s maladies and their explicit reasons for drinking ayahuasca are articulated. 
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This notion, which I will unpack in greater detail below, tends to relate most distinctly 
with notions of ayahuasca being a conduit for a connection with nature. A 
disconnection from nature is born from “mainstream” socialisation and grand social 
systems and the disconnection extends to the psyche of the individual and their quest 
for healing. For example, in a conversation with Rak Razam about the globalisation of 
ayahuasca, ritual specialist Daksha explained: 
 
The plant [ayahuasca] has its own agenda doing mass healing around 
the globe. I don’t think anyone is in control. No human being on this 
planet is orchestrating that. It is a reflection of the Western psyche 
having a yearning of wanting to heal itself, to reconnect us to its 
roots, to Gaia, to nature, from which we have become split. We are 
nature. We are observing ourselves when we observe nature. Aya is 
a medicine that reconnects you to that larger part of who you are. In 
fact healing comes from a word “hole-ing” as in being hole or full. 
That’s what ayahuasca does, undoes our split matrix and reconnects 
us to who we are.  
 
Similarly, the ritual specialist James explained to me about the “Western sickness” 
but in terms that emphasise the interpersonal “connections” that ayahuasca healing 
involves. 
 
Western society is sick and ayahuasca goes to the heart of it, you 
know, [ayahuasca revelations are] about the interpersonal realm, 
how you are relating to others, the connections you have with others, 
and it’s pretty much all related to that… The plants say “you think 
this behavior is ok because everyone else is doing it or because 
society has sanctioned it, but actually what you are doing here is 
fucked, and its causing you pain and other people pain”... most 
people are so alienated and disconnected and the plants are getting 
through this and giving feedback. This is one of the main reasons 
why people drink ayahuasca, to learn about themselves. 
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One year later I interviewed James again, and he repeated the notions above yet 
emphasising the centrality of “connection” in his and other peoples’ ayahuasca 
practice. 
 
A lot of people discover a deeper sense of connection through 
ayahuasca and a sense of spirituality. A connection with themselves, 
the planet, the cosmos, each other, the plants. Because people live 
with such a disconnection from the earth. I have my own path of 
understanding my disconnection and wanting to connect to myself to 
the cosmos, to other people, to the plants, to the natural world. It’s a 
deep sense of healing. I’ve never got to the point that I feel like it is a 
finished product.  
 
Similar to James’s description that includes a multivocal form of “connection” that 
indexes intrapsychic, interpersonal, cosmic, and cultural domains of personhood, 
Kaitlin explained a notion of connection but in terms of sensory aspects of ayahuasca 
trance. 
 
Every cup I feel like I receive one lesson after another after another, 
about how to heal myself, the interconnected nature of all things, 
how our species can live on this planet in an attempt of harmony, 
how I can deepen the strength of relationships with the community 
around me, how I can increase openhearted communication and 
increase sensory and perceptual sensitivity while at the same time 
increase strength to cope with feeling more in a predominantly toxic 
society. (K,57) 
 
Forms of cultural critique inscribe the (bodily and sensory) forms and acts by which 
healing and wisdom are achieved. Reasons that drinkers articulate for why people 
have a psychic disconnection from nature vary yet often pivot upon notions of 
“Western society” and “mainstream society” or other categories of society. The 
problems of society extend to the sensory, bodily, and psychic dimensions of the 
individual where ayahuasca intervenes and heals and thus the practice produces an 
193 
 
implicit awareness of society as separate, problematic to the senses and the body, and 
pathological.  
 
Accusing other people of having a separation from nature may also represent the 
grounds by which individual ayahuasca drinkers differentiate themselves from other 
people and categorise immoral actions and behaviours of other people. Emic 
categories of society index forms of cultural critique that extend to interpersonal 
domains. For example, in response to a question I asked John about if he often 
socialises with people who do not drink ayahuasca, he explained: 
 
I socialise with all my old friends, and new, regardless of their 
choices. Although after having such a great spiritual awakening it 
was very hard to find a common ground with people with such a 
disconnection from nature and general consciousness. I realised how 
robotic and zombie-like and brainwashed our society as a whole is. It 
is the Western sickness and it simply comes from a disconnection to 
nature.  
 
Similarly, Michael explained to me the reasons for why he finished an intimate 
relationship with an ex-girlfriend, with allusions to a meaninglessness that comes with 
being disconnected from nature. 
 
I heard about it first from a friend, then more thoroughly from my 
mum and friends of friends. I worked myself into severe depression 
living alone in Brisbane since I broke up with my girlfriend. She had 
a big disconnection to nature and I knew there had to be more to life 
than a lifelong job, money, and meaningless relationships. 
 
Finally, Joanna explained to me the difficulty of “mixing” with people that are 
“mainstream” and that are only concerned with sexual attraction and that do not have 
a connection with nature. 
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I can mix with all, but somehow the medicine works her magic and 
brings soul-family back together. How can I possibly mix with 
another person who is only concerned about a mortgage and looking 
hot [sexually attractive]? I find one naturally wants to connect back 
to nature and to others on the same journey. Integrating to mix with 
the mainstream can be difficult. (O,58) 
 
The disconnection from nature that ritual specialists in Australia explain is at the 
“heart of the Western sickness” is what ayahuasca is healing. An intersection or 
affinity between processes of mythologies of Gaia or Mother Nature, the 
phenomenology of the trance-experiences, and notions of interpersonal healing and 
communion, is enshrined into bodily processes and bodily states. For example, ritual 
specialist Daksha explained to Rak Razam. 
 
We became so specialised, and compartmentalised, this rational, 
logical Western dreaming, that we have become disconnected from 
our larger multidimensional self and ayahuasca is about 
reconnecting. 
 
Ecological, political, and psychic crises 
In the contemporary age of ecological devastation, global warming, mass species 
extinction, and other anthropogenic crises of nature, Mother Nature takes on a 
particular persona and meaning. Embedded in Australian ayahuasca drinkers’ 
conceptions of ayahuasca visions and the natural world are implicit and explicit 
ethical projects that foreground a type of sacred environmentalism and that critique 
dimensions of urbanisation, materialism, and capitalism. There appear to be structural 
resemblances between characterisations of Gaia as sacred and powerful and wounded 
by mass-industrial society, and the ayahuasca drinkers’ state of feeling wounded and 
in political opposition to “mainstream” society. The described sacred and powerful 
qualities of Gaia are those that drinkers are attempting to cultivate in their everyday 
lives: “oneness”, “connectedness”, “intelligence”, “heart-centeredness”, “high 
frequencies”, “beauty”, and other qualities that are positioned as being in opposition 
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to conceived material and psychic toxicities of mass-industrialised civilisation. In the 
Australian ayahuasca neoshamanic cosmology, Gaia and ayahuasca drinkers are 
conceived as victims of social and cultural forces, and the alliance between the two is 
characterised by drinkers coming into alignment with the source of existence or 
natural life-force; for the betterment of each other and the planet. I asked Daksha what 
the main sicknesses that ayahuasca is healing in Australia. His response highlights 
these structural resembles of victimhood between ayahuasca drinkers and the 
neoshamanic earth goddess Gaia. 
 
The medicine, coming from the very jungles that we are decimating 
at such a rapid rate, is a panachia for that very sickness that can do 
that, that can cause so much destruction to the mother, the planet. 
From the very place of what is being destroyed comes the plant 
which can heal that and as a kid I always remember whenever I was 
near stinking nettles and got stung, just nearby there was a plant that 
had a milky thistle to stop the pain. So there is always an antidote 
near the problem. Ayahuasca has come out of the jungle into the 
Western psyche to invite the Western psyche back into the garden. 
Come back into Gaia, back into Eden, back into oneness, back into 
connectivity and symbiosis and synergy with the plants, with Mother 
Earth. So that’s what I feel she’s coming to the West to do.  
 
For another example that deepens the quote above by Daksha, Matthew, a regular 
ayahuasca drinker, at the end of an interview in which he was explaining to me about 
ayahuasca use being a means of healing family trauma, he responded with 
descriptions of ayahuasca healing helping to make a healthy planet and global 
consciousness. 
 
Aya is a sacred plant, which means it is a gift from a higher 
consciousness to aid humanity in our quest to awaken into the truth 
of what we are doing as a species, what we are doing to each other 
and to the planet. There is an urgency to this awakening due to our 
moral responsibility to future generations to not make sick and 
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lifeless the planet they inherit. They have a right to a healthy planet, 
and that will only manifest if our collective consciousness evolves to 
a world-centric level, and the ceremonial consumption of ayahuasca 
is a powerful aid to that evolution.  
 
Ayahuasca trance “journeys” through the realms of Gaia and Mother Nature represent 
a certain kind of flight from forms of sickness and spiritual poverty that drinkers 
associate with modern civilisation, environmental destruction, materialism, and, in 
some cases, capitalism. Sickness and malaise are typically understood by ayahuasca 
drinkers in Australia as beginning or emerging from spiritual levels of existence and, 
ultimately, from a disconnection of the person from natural energies. A kind of 
chronic natural alienation — or estrangement from the natural — characterises 
ethnoetiological explanations and encompasses a variety of vectors of illness, disease, 
and malaise causes that may include trauma of afflictive interpersonal life. 
Participants report that ayahuasca works to heal this malaise by helping to reconnect 
and align them with life-giving forces associated with nature, Gaia, the universe, and 
this sense of reconnection is a central theme of the sensorial exaltation of ayahuasca 
revelations which are often described as blissful moments of unity with the natural 
world or universe. 
 
The notion that ayahuasca can contribute substantially to the survival and evolution of 
the human species is a relatively general claim shared by Australian ayahuasca 
drinkers. These expectations are also shared by certain scientists of ayahuasca 
(McKenna 2005; Grob 2013). Furthermore, psychedelic advocates in Western 
societies have been associated with instilling an environmentalist consciousness in 
users (Brown 2009).  
 
The discourse that drinking ayahuasca is helping to heal the human species and our 
devastating impacts on nature or the anthropocene  appears to stem from, or be related 
to, the reproduction of certain forms of the phenomenology of ayahuasca trance-
experiences. A dominant theme of narrative accounts of ayahuasca trance in Australia 
— as explored in chapter 4 — includes descriptions of sensory and existential 
merging with all of nature and the cosmos. For example, Lucy explained.  
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After purging I felt completely connected to all nature, every breath, 
movement, small or large felt like my own or like the “I” did not 
exist anymore... I was feeling everything all at once in a soft, gently 
and perfect way.  
 
The ecstatic dissolving of the self or “I” with nature represents a form of relational 
personhood in which the nonhuman world encompasses and constitutes the human. 
There appears to be an affinity between ayahuasca trance-experiences of “becoming 
everything” and the politics of “all nature”, “all life” and “species healing” that 
drinkers articulate. Furthermore, the challenges that drinkers mount against 
anthropogenic assaults on the environment — which stem from conceptions of people 
embodying a psychic disconnection from nature — and the challenges of undergoing 
the gruelling act of ayahuasca purging involve perceptions of imbalance in nature and 
the body. The dimensions of ayahuasca healing that explicitly involve intrapsychic 
and interpersonal relations and relational personhood are mediated by the same bodily 
processes and states that drinkers describe heals the most chronic issue of all: the 
individual’s disconnection from nature. 
 
Conclusions  
 
In the context of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia, the occasioning of radically 
augmented and ecstatic sensory perceptions, along with vomiting, sweating, and 
purging, mark the potent moments in which Gaia and ayahuasca plant-spirits enter the 
sensorium with more force and character than usual or with more presence than in 
ordinary consciousness. These are also the moments that heal sickness associated to 
interpersonal and social life and that inform types of cultural critique related to 
urbanisation, materialism, capitalism, and environmental destruction, and cultural 
ideals of a sustainable, sacred, and healthy planet and human species. Bruno Latour 
notes that neopagan constructions of Gaia and Mother Nature have been criticised for 
being nostalgic, romantic, and a reinvention of an exotic “cult” that never existed 
(2013). Ayahuasca neoshamanism is undoubtedly vulnerable to similar criticisms and 
these, I argue, risk deflating and silencing the social and cultural issues that motivate 
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people in Australia and other Western societies to seek healing and wisdom from 
ayahuasca. Idealised conceptions of Amazonian shamanism couple with conceptions 
of nature as interconnected, archaic, primordial, and transcendent and provide the 
visions by which neoshamanic drinkers rearticulate and reconstitute critical 
perspectives of modern and social life. With and through portraits of Amazonian 
shamanism and portraits of a sentient natural world, Australian ayahuasca drinkers 
“reflect self-critically on [their] own ways” and “disrupt common sense… taken-for-
granted assumptions” (Marcus & Fischer 1986:1) related to global politics, various 
cultural institutions, and industrial and individual practices of environmental 
destruction. 
 
The radical differences between anthropological portraits of “traditional” Amazonian 
shamanism and ayahuasca neoshamanic portraits of Amazonian shamanism present 
important evidence for the extent to which indigenous ayahuasca shamans are 
radically reinventing themselves in the tourism circuit of Amazonia and in Australia, 
Europe, North America, and elsewhere. New forms of cultural difference are being 
produced in the “culturally, socially, and economically interconnected and 
interdependent spaces” (Gupta & Ferguson 1992:14) that constitute the tourist circuits 
of ayahuasca use in Amazonia. These new forms of difference — which include 
conceptions of indigenous Amazonians being connected or conflated with nature, 
Gaia, and “intelligent”, “healing” powers of Mother Nature — represent important 
grounds by which Western ayahuasca drinkers articulate critiques and ideals of their 
own culture. Australian ayahuasca drinkers’ approach to healing differs considerably 
to the types of indigenous Amazonian ayahuasca sorcery-healing outlined above. 
Notions of moral failings, sickness, malaise, and bad fortune are not related by 
Australian ayahuasca drinkers to attacking animal spirits, sorcerers, neighbours or kin 
— a hallmark of Amazonian shamanism (Whitehead & Wright 2004) — but to 
notions of society, “mainstream culture”, alienation from nature, global corruption, 
and other cultural entities that represent sites of critique. 
 
Concepts of nature and society represent core aspects of the cosmology and 
etiological system of ayahuasca neoshamanism. The system includes shared forms of 
value-judgements that link the practice to an enviornmentalist politics and other 
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alternative spiritualities. These politics and values extend to the subjectivity of the 
ayahuasca drinker in the forms and acts by which healing and wisdom are achieved. 
The notion of “connection” in the accounts of ayahuasca trance and healing were 
shown to condense complex dimensions of the practice and ethics of ayahuasca 
drinkers on the levels of cosmic, intrapsychic, interpersonal, and social and cultural. 
The processes of ayahuasca trance are codified in terms of forms of “connection” in 
which the drinker literally merges with — on the level of radical sensory and bodily 
experience — disparate dimensions of an interior “mind” and “heart”; an axiomatic 
cosmological source of existence; spirit beings; other people; and nature. As outlined 
in chapter 4, drinkers describe cultivating compassion, respect, and thus moral 
character during ecstatic practices of cultivating a connection and merging with 
nature, the universe, and other people.  
 
The deeply embodied and sensory experiences of ayahuasca trance provide an ecstatic 
space in which types of oppositional politics, that include environmental and social 
ethics, are radically experienced and it is from these experiences that the particular 
politics and ethics are articulated or reconstituted. The mutlivocal notion of 
“connection” indexes not simple forms of relational personhood in which the natural 
world, the cosmos, or other people, may flood and momentarily constitute the 
individual (and shape their visions or trance experience) but a term that differentiates 
the ethics and values of ayahuasca neoshamanism from “mainstream” Australian 
society. Drinkers describe how a psychic disconnection from nature may cause 
afflictive interpersonal relations and characterise institutions and aspects of society 
deemed “toxic”, “meaningless”, and spiritually void.  The Australian neoshamanic 
practice of drinking ayahuasca — which includes purging and undergoing dramatic 
sensory experiences, encountering spirit beings and principles, journeying across time 
and space, and other ecstatic experiences — involves or encodes these oppositional 
politics and various ethical projects that represent forms of critique of social and 
modern life. Australian ayahuasca trance “journeys” through the realms of Gaia and 
Mother Nature may represent a certain kind of collective flight from a sickness and 
spiritual poverty that drinkers associate with society, modern civilisation, materialism, 
and, in some cases, capitalism.  
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Australian ayahuasca drinkers are immersed in everyday Australian cultural and 
political life and may be found working in schools, restaurants, universities, gyms, 
hotels, corporate firms, tattoo parlours, or any other area and sector of society. The 
emergence of political and cultural critiques in ayahuasca neoshamanism trance 
discourse does not fit typical everyday processes of cultural and political practice in 
Australian society and thus the question is raised of whether ayahuasca 
neoshamanism represents a vacuous simulacrum of politics and not a pragmatic form 
of political action. However, by reducing neoshamanic ayahuasca drinking to 
dominant institutions and norms of Australian society, ayahuasca neoshamanism is 
reduced to terms, rules, and practices that fail to properly accommodate the reasons 
for why people in Australia drink ayahuasca. The problems that ayahuasca drinkers in 
Australia are seeking healing and solace from are problems that drinkers characterise 
as being beyond the capacity of “mainstream” social and cultural institutions to deal 
with or heal. Thus, ayahuasca neoshamanism represents a “radical political 
imaginary” (Hage 2012) and a radical cultural imaginary that appears in the cracks of 
modernity with particular prescriptions of wellbeing that represents a form of 
neoshamanic idealism. The practice and visions of ayahuasca neoshamanism involve 
forms of empowerment and wellbeing that drinkers receive not from regular channels 
of Australian society, nor from society at all, but from nature as a sacred ally.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusions: Healing and the individual  
 
To conclude, I will summarise and focus the core conclusions of the chapters and 
attempt to illustrate how the healing and wellbeing that Australian ayahuasca drinkers 
receive from “nature as a sacred ally” is achieved through a form of social 
organisation that is structured by — for want of a better term — Western culture. 
While the practice of ayahuasca neoshamanism in Australia is characterised by 
technique of trance and healing that include relational modes of personhood that 
align, to some degree, with indigenous formulations of dividualism, it appears to be 
defined, I will argue, within a pervasive form of individualism associated with 
capitalism. The two core analyses that I will undertake to illustrate this are the ritual 
conventions of weekend retreats and the means and limits by which drinkers achieve 
or “integrate” ecstatic healing and wisdom into everyday life. 
 
I have analysed how various belief and ritual structures of ayahuasca neoshamanism 
include certain ways of constituting everyday ethics that are based on a privileging of 
the individual in generating the shape and meaning of his or her trance experience. 
This includes, for example, in the practice of food and sex taboos in the “dieta” period 
before drinking ayahuasca whereby drinkers focus their personal “intentions for the 
journey” or reasons for drinking ayahuasca that coming weekend. The ascetic practice 
involves the inscribing of personal meanings and desires for healing to an absence of 
typical bodily acts that in turn shape the forms and acts (i.e. visions) of the 
individual’s trance experience. Drinkers arrive to the event with personal “intentions 
for the journey” cultivated during a period of separation from everyday activities of 
food and sex. The ritual structure of the ceremonies accommodates the individual’s 
desire to undergo a personalised trance “journey” by instituting a formal discursive 
practice of orating “intentions” in the period shortly before drinking ayahuasca. In 
darkness, seated, with prohibitions of talking and communication, the drinker is at a 
liminal threshold in the minutes before consuming ayahuasca. It is in this threshold 
space of darkness and of detachment from dialogical social experience that drinkers 
individually orate to the group their “intentions for the journey” — the last words they 
utter before entering into trance.  
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The lyrical content of the music that guides the group trance experience does not 
include clear didactic or direct moral teachings but flexible poetic formulations that 
can accommodate a plurality of types of ecstatic visions. While the ayahuasca trance 
experience appears to potentially include changes to all sensory modes, the fact that 
drinkers codify ayahuasca trance with the term “visions” indicates a primacy of sight 
in the neoshamanic practice. Furthermore, the notion of “light” — the fundamental 
unit of vision — saturates the lyrical content of ritual music and centres in verses that 
involve verbs of opening to light, becoming light, flowing with light, stepping into 
light, and various poetic formulations in which light signifies healing, purity, and 
wisdom. The key qualisign “light” in the lyrical content of ceremony music assists in 
ascribing healing powers to the basic qualitative experiences of the participants. The 
signified is not didactic, however, but ambiguous, porous, and open and it guides the 
trance experiences within broad and flexible parameters of healing and wisdom. This 
expansiveness and flexibility arguably invites a form of sensory participation on the 
side of the drinker and accommodates the varied “intentions for the journey” that each 
individual brings. The diversity of accounts of trance visions that are articulated in the 
sharing-round ritual attests to the porosity of the group trance experience to varied 
individual psychic processes.  
 
A promotion of individual psychic processes appears in the ceremony structure and 
how ritual specialists that conduct the ceremony, and the paying participants that have 
come for healing and wisdom, codify and practice their respective roles at the event. 
The core responsibility and duty of the ritual specialist is to hold-space and facilitate 
the individual healing “journeys” of the participants. The notion of holding-space 
defines a social relationship between the individual participants and the ritual 
specialists that, I will illustrate, is over-determined by the individual’s technique and 
practice of trance and narrative-making. To clarify this social convention, I contrast 
(in a purely heuristic sense) an example of the ritual practice of Amazonian ayahuasca 
healer-sorcerers to the practice of holding-space in Australian ayahuasca ceremonies. 
Dumont’s witty comment, “I don’t have any ideas, comparison provides them” 
(1991:8) underpins my heuristic approach to focusing the conclusions of the data 
chapters into ideas that can, hopefully, be useful to anthropologists beyond a focus on 
ayahuasca research.  
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As noted in chapter 2, ritual specialists in Australia typically practice ritual 
“facilitation” in which the ideal is to “create-space” for the participant to heal 
themselves and personally divine wisdom that will be useful to everyday life. The 
ritual specialist should be a “guide from the side, not a sage on the stage”, explained 
ritual specialist Dan. In contrast, a key feature of indigenous healing practices in 
Western Amazonia — and particularly with regards to healing serious illness — is the 
“moral ambiguity” complex of shamanism (described in chapter 6) that may unfold 
with dramatic forms of ritual interaction. The ways in which moral ambiguity shapes 
practices of Amazonian healing rituals (and sociality more generally) offers a unique 
vantage point in enriching understandings of how the convention of holding-space in 
ayahuasca neoshamanism appears to be characterised by a form of social 
individualism. 
 
The ambiguous and provisional powers of Amazonian shamans are due to a structural 
relationship between healing and sorcery whereby the act of healing depends upon 
returning a spiritual attack to an accused sorcerer. The ambiguity may be 
accompanied by ambivalence on the side of the patient and his or her family with 
regard to the abilities, intentions, and politics of a particular shaman. The provisional 
and ambiguous powers of shamans appear to reflect the provisional nature of (social) 
life such that healing and sorcery accusations involve “very real microconflicts among 
neighbours, kin, and rivals over knowledge, power, and economic resources” (Saéz 
2014:xx). These powers, and the “equivocal political status of shamans”, invest a 
dynamic mode of social control in Amazonian shamanism (Brown 1988:104).  
 
Features of ambiguity and ambivalence are foregrounded in the social practice of 
indigenous ayahuasca curing sessions. An important dimension of how this social 
practice is defined involves a structured relationship between inebriation and sobreity, 
or between ecstatic trance and ordinary perception, given that patients typically do not 
drink ayahuasca in indigenous Amazonian curing rituals (Brabed de Mori 2014). The 
shaman drinks ayahuasca to communicate with spirits, perceive sorcery objects in the 
patient’s body, and to divine who committed the spiritual attack.  Brown (1988) 
described how indigenous curing sessions in Aguaruna society include dynamic and 
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energetic interactions between the patient’s family members and the ritual specialist 
or shaman. He described a healing session in which the kin of the patient shouted 
words of encouragement to the ayahuasca inebriated shaman, urging him to protect 
himself against the dangers of sorcery, and also warning him that if the patient is not 
cured he may be suspected of placing sorcery in her (Brown 1988:113). Related to an 
ideology of sorcery, the provisional powers of the shaman and his revelations “may 
be subject to challenge by those who both need and fear it” (Brown 1988:103). The 
Aguaruna shaman joined the dramatic dialogue, defending his powers and explaining 
weaknesses of other shamans.  
 
Two key features of Aguaruno ayahuasca curing that I would like to highlight to 
assist in understanding the social organisation of ayahuasca practice in Australia are 
the social structure of the rituals and the social existence of divinatory knowledge. In 
the Australian context, the “patients” drink ayahuasca and receive healing from the 
spirit of ayahuasca through acts of purging and through gaining wisdom from ecstatic 
visions. The ritual conventions of holding-space banish interactions between ritual 
participants and encourage drinkers to “go within” and cultivate personal ayahuasca 
visions. Ritual specialists facilitate drinkers in achieving types of healing and wisdom 
that are determined by the individual drinker. Drinkers have a degree of freedom and 
responsibility placed on them to divine wisdom during evening ceremonies and to 
articulate knowledge from personal ayahuasca visions in the sharing-round ritual after 
the trance ceremonies. The explanation by ritual specialist Daksha that the only thing 
Madre Ayahuasca requires to heal is a “well-held space” and that “whatever” the 
drinker “wants to believe on top of that is [their] business” points to the radical 
diversity of beliefs that are articulated by drinkers. A radical relativism of belief 
privileges the drinker in constructing wisdom from ayahuasca trance experiences.  
 
The diverse types of healing and wisdom that drinkers experience during the trance 
rituals enter social life initially by way of the sharing-round ritual. As explained in 
chapter 2, the sharing-round is subject to discursive rules in which drinkers are 
encouraged to articulate ecstatic wisdom. The individual’s trance wisdom is buffered 
against potential competing explanations of the truth or significance of his or her 
trance experience — by conventions of holding-space — defining a type of 
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expressive individualism. Compared to the equivocal political status of Amazonian 
shamans, Australian ayahuasca ritual specialists do not mediate ayahuasca visions for 
“patients” and are not expected to mediate or authorise the meaning of the wisdom 
divined by the drinkers.  
 
The exegetical content of narrative accounts of trance and healing in the sharing-
round rituals may be crudely described as providing drinkers with answers (and more 
questions) to the Socratic and ethical question, “How ought I live?”. The “answers” 
may include a diversity of insights, perspectives, and re-evaluations of everyday 
ethics internal to the domains of family, friend, and workplace relations, in addition to 
a complex of ideas related to “toxicities of society”, and “serving the earth”, “Gaia”, 
and the plant-spirit “Mother Ayahuasca”. 
 
Ayahuasca drinkers in Australia ascribe healing powers to the act of narrating their 
personal trance experiences and, in contrast to the Amazonian curing ritual described 
by Brown, the narratives are often kept private from their family members, work 
colleagues, and non-ayahuasca-drinking friends (as outlined in chapter 2). In the 
curing rite described by Brown above, the author comments that while the ritual was 
not public, the event was widely discussed throughout the region in the days that 
followed (Brown 1988:115). The knowledge that Amazonian shamans divine during 
ayahuasca curing practices can have dramatic social consequences among 
communities. In comparison to the heated and multivocal disputes that surround 
sorcery and counter-sorcery accusations in the Amazon, healing in Australian 
ayahuasca circles is in some senses politically neutral. The social or relational aspects 
of healing are approached in ways in which the individual’s self-perceptions, self-
development, and self-authorisation are respected and privileged. 
 
In Australian ayahuasca practice, the relationship and seperation between ceremonies 
of ecstatic trance, on the one hand, and everyday life, on the other hand, represents an 
important dynamic by which healing is socially constituted. As outlined in chapter 2, 
drinkers often keep the knowledge of their ayahuasca practice private from non-
ayahuasca drinkers. In (re)constituting social-obligations during acts of narrating 
personal ayahuasca trance experiences, the drinker, I argued, is “proprietor of his 
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personal capacities… [and free] from dependence on the wills of others” (Macpherson 
1962:3) with regard to defining social obligation. The structure of the rituals, and the 
liminal social structure of the retreats in relation to everyday life, privilege, 
encourage, and empower the individual in defining what is good, true, and healthy. 
The ritual structure relativises ecstatic revelation and privileges the individual in 
objectifying the causes of sickness (which inform reconstitutions of social-
obligations) in the act of narrating personal trance experiences. Through various 
mechanisms — metaphysical and ritual or practical — the subjective is beyond 
falsification and thus raised to the level of objectivity.  
 
The reasoning that drinkers articulate for why they tend to keep their ayahuasca 
experiences private from non-ayahuasca-drinkers includes that “it is personal, 
spiritual”, “people wouldn’t understand”, and also due to fears that people will 
ridicule and pathologise the practice. These afflictive categories reflect 
representations of ayahuasca in popular media in Australia. Furthermore, the illegal 
status of ayahuasca in Australia situates the practice in a moral category of deviance. 
Ayahuasca is a fringe alternative healing modality that is practiced on the edges of 
society, both geographically and morally. Yet, while the act of trance and the act of 
narrating trance is done outside “society”, reconstitutions of everyday social relations 
are not necessarily outside narrative accounts of trance.  
 
With the social structure of the relationship between ayahuasca retreats and everyday 
life outlined, it is now possible to consider in greater detail how the relational modes 
of personhood of ayahuasca neoshamanic trance enter the equation of social 
organisation. I suggest that dynamics of personhood foregrounded in the New 
Melanesian Ethnography (NME) (Strathern 1988; Wagner 1991; Mosko 2015) can 
shed light on understanding personhood and social organisation in ayahuasca 
neoshamanism in Australia given how this literature has approached modes of 
personhood linked to capitalism, modernisation, globalisation etc. (cultural conditions 
core to Australian society).15  
                                                
15 See Vilaça (2011; 2015) for an analysis of in/dividual modes of personhood in the 
homeland of ayahuasca in indigenous Amazonia. 
207 
 
 
The central conceptual link that I trace below to enrich the analysis of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism with studies of personhood in the NME is social obligation and, in 
particular, the way social relations may be objectified by obligation. Firstly, outlining 
the roots of the concept of dividualism clarifies the approach to social obligation that I 
take. In her masterful piece of research on modes of dividual personhood, Strathern 
(1988) built upon Mauss’ (1954) theory of the “spirit” of the gift and examined 
complexities of exchange relations and sociality in Melanesia. Originally published in 
1925, Mauss’ The Gift examined how the transacting of objects in “primitive” and 
“archaic” societies may inform social order by way of an obligation placed upon the 
receiver of a gift to produce and return a gift. While he received criticism from Firth 
(1959) for being too simplistic and focusing only on obligations of returning gifts, his 
general concept of “gift-societies” and social obligation has influenced many 
anthropologists, including in ethnography conducted in Melanesia. Mauss’ theory that 
in many indigenous societies “the gift” embodies a “spirit” or “personality” of the 
giver has been described in parts of Melanesia where “in ceremonial exchange 
transactions, things are conceptualized as parts of persons” (Strathern 1988:78). 
People do not simply exchange items or goods — as is the case in a capitalist market 
— but items are invested with “parts of persons”, and, by the same logic, persons may 
be invested with persons. Exchange transactions and relations constitute persons; 
partible persons. As outlined in the beginning of the thesis, persons in Melanesia, 
Strathern explains, “are frequently constructed as the plural and composite site of the 
relationships that produce them” (Strathern 1998:13). They are dividuals, constituted 
by and not simply in relation to other persons.  
 
The “parts of person” that are exchanged in Melanesian gift-economies may include 
such a range of things from foods, medicines, and brides to techniques for cooking, 
gardening, and courting and “the proper conduct of bridewealth, warfare, and 
sorcery” (Mosko 2013:167). The things that stand for persons are mediated by a 
Melanesian “theory of social action” (Strathern 1988:16, 128) that is contingent and 
not systemic. The person is constituted by his or her relations of exchange within a 
matrix where:     
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dividuals — at once, obligated and empowered — circulate 
valuables in sociopolitical ventures of status-seeking. (Biersack 
1991:151) 
 
The obligation to circulate “parts of persons” is a moral obligation in which a de-
pluralised “autonomous person that goes their own way” is conceived as anti-social 
and possibly at risk of sickness (Strathern 1988:13, 208). The moral imperative to be 
a person invests dividuals in the minds, bodies, objects, and actions of other dividuals, 
and vice versa. This theory of sociality differs radically to the sociological model of 
an autonomous “individual” that acts and exchanges things in “society”, a model born 
form and associated with modernity.16   
 
It may seem counter-intuitive to import theories of Melanesian dividual personhood 
— that involve economic or “exchange” theories of sociality — to my analysis of 
personhood in the healing practices of ayahuasca neoshamanism. In what ways could 
theories of gift reciprocity and social obligation in modes of Melanesian dividual 
personhood shed light upon the appropriation and adaptation of Amazonian 
shamanism in Australian society? By considering a model of dividuality, obligation, 
and exchange in NME in contrast to the practice of dividual modes of trance and 
everyday ethics (social obligation) in ayahuasca neoshamanism, it appears that my 
findings of the particular shape of the sociality of the latter become refined. The ways 
that Mark Mosko’s (2011; 2015) analysis of dividual and individual personhood in 
Melanesia draws upon Macpherson’s (1963) concepts of capitalism and possessive 
individualism can help in achieving these ends. Western sociality, Macpherson 
argued, is based upon an economic logic in which the “individual is the proprietor of 
his own person or capacities, owing nothing to society for them” (Macpherson 
1963:3). In contrast, the dividuality discussed in NME involves forms of sociality 
where “personal capacity” is partible and distributed. Distribution of “personal 
capacity” occurs during exchange activities of a gift-economy that simultaneously 
                                                
16 See Mosko (2013) for a study that illustrates how forms of dividualism of North 
Mekeo (PNG) are being reproduced within a sociality that is intensely engaged with a 
market capitalist economy. 
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produce persons and objectify social relations. The logic by which social relations are 
constituted and objectified is dividualistic.  
 
It is the question of the logic of how social relations are objectified that reveals a 
particular sociality of the dividual trance experiences of ayahuasca neoshamanism. To 
summarise chapters 3 and 4, the body and the senses in the techniques by which 
ecstatic healing and wisdom are achieved in ayahuasca neoshamanism include forms 
of dividual personhood in which the “I” of the drinker may incorporate and be 
constituted by other people, spirits, psychic objects attributed to the actions of other 
people, toxicities attributed to “society”, and healing energies of nature and all 
existence. In the sharing-round ritual, drinkers narrate accounts of trance that include 
exegetical themes of reconstituting everyday ethics (obligation) and this is practiced 
within discursive conventions of holding-space that define a type of expressive 
individualism.  
 
However, to consider, again, Dumont’s notion that “a society conceived by 
individualism has never existed anywhere for the reason we have given, namely, that 
the individual lives on social ideas” (Dumont 1970b:9-10), the “social idea” at the 
heart of the neoshamanic ayahuasca cosmology appears to be natural 
interconnectedness. This “social idea” is experienced in the form of ecstatic trances 
that are privatised to the consciousness, vocabulary, and social milieu of ayahuasca 
drinkers and that regularly do not enter the social milieus — of family, work, and 
friend contexts — that feature in much of the narrative accounts of trance and healing.  
 
The privacy of the trance experiences from the people that feature in the narrative 
accounts of trance attributes a particular form of sociality to the practice. As outlined 
in chapter 2, given the conventions of holding-space, the individual is the proprietor 
of his or her ecstatic (dividual) revelation and is free from the will and logic of others 
in codifying or making-meaning about his or her trance experience. Furthermore, the 
social-obligations that are “downloaded” and “integrated” from dividual trance 
experiences and articulated in sharing-round rituals are not distributed to the 
consciousness of the partible persons that constitute the ayahuasca drinker in the 
particular trance experience. The obligations are confined to the consciousness and 
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vocabulary of the ayahuasca drinker. The dividual forms of ecstatic trance in 
ayahuasca neoshamanism — or the objects of trance — are the site of the production 
of moral obligations that are not openly “transacted” with the “recipient” of the 
obligation. Given that the experience of ecstatic dividual personhood is not an “object 
of exchange”, the production of social obligation-relations is over-determined by the 
individual. In other words, the sociality of the dividual trance experience — and the 
way in which it provides a framework by which social obligations and everyday 
ethics are constituted — depends on the relationship to ayahuasca of the person 
experiencing the ayahuasca revelation and the partible persons in the accounts of the 
revelation. Insofar as the drinker’s ayahuasca experience remains private from the 
partible persons that constitute the drinker in the experience, the sociality of 
dividualism is constrained by a type of social individualism. Healing, in this setting, 
thus involves an experience of dividual personhood in an individualistic sociality. 
 
The over-determination of the individual in defining and spiritually empowering 
social obligation-relations attributes a capacity to personhood that resembles the 
temperaments of possessive individualism associated with capitalist forms of 
sociality. Let us return once more to Macpherson’s definition of capitalist 
personhood. 
 
The individual [is] essentially the proprietor of his own person or 
capacities, owing nothing to society for them. The individual was 
seen neither as a moral whole, nor as part of a larger social whole but 
as owner of himself… Society becomes a lot of free equal 
individuals related to each other as proprietors of their own 
capacities and of what they have acquired by their exercise. 
(Macpherson cited in Mosko 2015:372) 
 
Through the labour of food and sex taboos, and the arduous ordeals of ecstatic visions 
and purging, the Australian ayahuasca drinkers achieves types of healing that 
constitute obligation-relations defined by him or herself.  
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The irony that the etiological system of ayahuasca neoshamanism involves an 
idealised rejection of “society”, “mainstream culture”, and, in some cases 
“capitalism”, becomes less ironic in light of the dividual modes of personhood that 
the practice strives for and, to some degree, includes. Moreover, drinking ayahuasca 
to overcome a psychic disconnection from nature inverts modernity’s fundamental 
binary of nature and society in a way that includes a sacred politics of 
environmentalism. These ideals encode the cosmology of ayahuasca neoshamanism 
— in mythologies of nature, Gaia, and Madre Ayahuasca — and shape the forms 
(visions) and acts (purging) by which ecstatic trance and healing are achieved.  
 
If my assessment is correct and the ritual structure and practice of ayahuasca 
neoshamanism defines a form of sociality linked to capitalism, there appears to be a 
structural affinity between the objectification of natural things in commodity 
exchange relations and the objectification of non-ayahuasca-drinkers in the 
obligation-relations that are born from dividual trance experiences. In both cases, the 
subject is foregrounded and the object is a vision of the will of the individual. As the 
petrocarbon and logging industries (at the frontiers of capitalism) continue to 
slaughter the nonhuman world in this critical period of human civilisation, the 
Western individual drinks ayahuasca to “connect with nature” and to heal himself or 
herself of toxins of society and of psychic pathologies of social relations. The 
individualism of dividual healing in ayahuasca neoshamanism is configured by 
particular self/other and society/nature binaries that involve a moral struggle of 
simultaneously attempting to find a healthier relationship between humans and 
between humans and nonhumans. 
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Appendix A. Online survey questions 
 
A. How many times have you drunk the brew (ayahuasca)? And how often do 
you drink aya? 
 
B. How did you hear about ayahuasca? What made you want to try ayahuasca for 
the first time? 
 
C. When did you first drink the brew? 
 
D. Have your ayahuasca journeying intentions changed over time? If yes/no, in 
what ways? 
 
E. Ayahuasca is often described as a medicine. Has ayahuasca healed or has 
ayahuasca been healing anything in your life? If yes, what has it been healing? 
If no, go to question “g”. 
 
F. How is ayahuasca different to other health modalities, such as those provided 
by your local GP, psychotherapist, naturopath, reiki healer, or others?  
 
G. Describe in length some of your most important ayahuasca 
journeys/visions/experiences. In what ways are they important? 
 
H. Why are ayahuasca visions and experiences sometimes challenging and 
difficult on the one hand, and sometimes blissful and ecstatic on the other 
hand? 
 
I. Does ayahuasca have a male or female spirit? In what ways have you 
encountered him or her? 
 
J. Do you ever drink ayahuasca for reasons other than healing? If yes, what other 
reasons? 
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K. Does ayahuasca teach you and/or help you? If yes, in what ways? 
 
L. How does the journey realm of ayahuasca visions/experiences differ to 
everyday experience? Are ayahuasca spirits and spirit worlds real like humans, 
animals and mountains are real? If yes/no, in what ways? 
 
M. Have you purged/vomited while journeying on ayahuasca before? Describe 
the process. 
 
N. What is it like in the days leading up to an ayahuasca ceremony and in the 
days after? Do you usually prepare for (diet etc.) or integrate the experience in 
certain ways? 
 
O. Do you socialise mostly with other people who drink ayahuasca? Is the 
ayahuasca community a big part of your socialising time? 
 
P. Are there many people in your family, work, and/or private life who you do 
not feel comfortable talking about ayahuasca with? Why yes/no? 
 
Q. In what ways has ayahuasca changed your life or the lives of those around you 
who drink the brew? 
 
R. Is it possible to drink ayahuasca too regularly or too much? Are there risks 
involved with drinking the brew? 
 
S. Have you had ayahuasca in South America or with a South American shaman? 
What do you think about the original ayahuasca traditions? 
 
T. What gender are you? 
 
U. How old are you? 
 
236 
 
V. What is your current employment status or job? If studying, what general 
course? 
 
W. How much money ($AUD) do you earn per year? 
 
X. If you have any final thoughts or things that you would like share about your 
journey with ayahuasca, please write them here. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
